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Dear Sir: 



APPEAL BRIEF 

Appellants have appealed to the Board of Patent Appeals and Interferences ("Board") 
from the Final Office Action dated January 5, 2007. Appellants filed a Notice of Appeal and 
Pre-Appeal Brief Request for Review on April 3, 2007 with the statutory fee of $250.00. 
Appellants received a Notice of Panel Decision from Pre-Appeal Brief Review dated April 
12, 2007, rejecting Claims 1, 3-6, and 33-46. 
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Real Party In Interest 

This Application is currently owned by Newgistics, Inc. as indicated by: 

an assignment recorded on 05/26/2004 from inventors Edward J. Stashluk, Jr., 
Michael J. Stevens, Jennifer A. Milch, Phillip J. Sidari, Terry Combs, and Douglas J. Kern to 
Newgistics, Inc., in the Assignment Records of the PTO at Reel 015380, Frame 0748 (6 
pages). 
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Related Appeals and Interferences 

To the knowledge of Appellants' counsel, there are no known interferences or judicial 
proceedings that will directly affect or be directly affected by or have a bearing on the 
Board's decision regarding this Appeal. 
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Status of Claims 

Claims 1, 3-6, and 33-46 are pending in this Application and stand rejected pursuant 
to a Final Office Action mailed January 5, 2007 ("Final Office Action") and an Advisory 
Action mailed March 19, 2007 ("Advisory Action"). 

Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 stand rejected under 35 U.S.C. § 103(a) as being 
unpatentable over U.S. Patent No. 6,536,659 issued to Hauser et al. ("Hauser"') in view of 
"Cattron Acquires Theimeg"; Modem Materials Handling; Boston; October 2000 
i^'ReturnValetr) and U.S. Patent Application Publication No. 2004/0172260 issued to Junger 
et al. C'Junger''), Claims 4-6 and 35-37 stand rejected under 35 U.S.C. § 103(a) as being 
unpatentable over Hauser in view of ReturnValetl and Junger as applied to Claims 3 and 34 
above, and further in view of "J. Crew Selects Newgistics' RetumValet Service for Managing 
Product Retums," Business Editors, Business Wire; January 14, 2002 CReturnValet2'^), 

All pending claims are shown in Appendix A, attached hereto, along with an 
indication of the status of those claims. A copy of Hauser is attached as Appendix B, a copy 
of ReturnValetl is attached as Appendix C, a copy of Junger is attached as Appendix D, and 
ReturnValet2 is attached as Appendix E. 
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Status of Amendments 



All amendments submitted by Appellants have been entered by the Examiner. 
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Summary of Claimed Subject Matter 

This invention described herein is a merchandising method and system that permits a 
merchant to provide pre-authorized returns, for which the customer need not pay shipping 
charges. The merchant provides a special retum label to the customer, which has machine 
readable data that enables shipping charges to be assessed at a point of delivery. Data on the 
return label may further ensure that the package is delivered to an initial point of retum close to 
the customer, thereby providing "reverse zone skipping". The retum label may further have 
data that permits the merchant to dynamically route returned packages and that permits both the 
merchant and the customer to be quickly notified of the status of the retum. (Page 7, lines 2- 
15.) 

Once a package is received at a returns center, the label is scanned, or otherwise 
electronically read, and compared to stored data that includes various "rules" associated with 
each merchant. A processing system is used to link each retum package to its associated rules, 
and to provide various value added services, such as notice to the merchant and/or the customer 
and dispositioning of the item. (Page 7, lines 16-23.) 

The method is used by, or on behalf of, a "merchant", which is typically a retail 
merchant. However, the concepts discussed herein may be applied to any merchant, including 
service providers who sell goods incidentally to the providing of services. The "return" may be 
for purposes of receiving credit for an item recently purchased, but may also be subsequent to 
events such as warranty claims, recalls, or for repairs. (Page 7, lines 24-3 1 .) 

The method described herein may be used in connection with a "reverse logistics retum 
service". This type of service is becoming increasingly popular, and permits merchants to 
"outsource" their returns process. For purposes of this description, these service providers are 
referred to as "retums providers". They typically provide retums services for a number of 
different merchants, with part of their services being disposing of packages in accordance with 
the particular disposition mles of each merchant. (Page 8, lines 1-10.) 
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If the merchant uses such a returns provider, the returns label will further have data 
useful for identifying each merchant and may contain other data particular to that merchant. 
However, the methods described herein are also useful for returns systems that handle only 
retums for a single merchant, such as for a merchant having an in-house returns provider. 
(Page 8, lines 11-17.) 

One example of a retums service that could incorporate use of the retum label described 
herein is the SmartLabel™ service offered by Newgistics, Inc. This service makes use of a bar- 
coded shipping label, typically attached to an invoice received by the customer when the 
product is delivered to the customer. To retum the product, the customer simply affixes the 
label to the retum package, and drops the package anywhere into the U.S. Postal System 
(USPS), such as by dropping it into a mailbox. The label directs the package to a retums center 
maintained by the service provider. The retums provider assesses shipping charges, pays the 
carrier, and passes the shipping costs on to the merchant, who may then deduct those costs from 
the customer's credit for the returned item. The various services that the retums provider 
provides to the merchant include the retum label, aggregation of packages to each merchant, 
transportation and processing services, payment of shipping charges, reporting, and 
notifications to the merchant and/or the customer. (Page 8, line 18 - Page 9, line 5.) 

For purposes of example herein, it is assumed that the carrier that ships the returned 
items is the United States Postal Service. However, the same concepts could be applied to a 
retums process that uses other carriers or multiple carriers, so long as each carrier has the 
equivalent of postage due capability, that is, the ability to collect shipping charges after the 
package is delivered, that is, from the retums provider (the package recipient) rather than from 
the customer. (Page 9, lines 6-14.) 

With regard to the independent claims currently under Appeal, Appellants provide the 
following concise explanation of the subject matter recited in the claim elements. For 
brevity. Appellants do not necessarily identify every portion of the Specification and 
drawings relevant to the recited claim elements. Additionally, this explanation should not be 
used to limit Appellants' claims but is intended to assist the Board in considering the Appeal 
of this Application. 
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For example, independent Claim 1 recites the following: 

A method, performed by a retums provider, of handling customer 
returns of items on behalf of multiple merchants, (e.g., Figures 1 and 6-7; 
Specification, page 7, line 2 through page 14, line 10), comprising the 
steps of: 

storing a set of merchant retums rules in a processing system, such 
that a set of retums rules is associated with each merchant (e.g., Figure 1; 
Specification, page 7, lines 24-31; page 25, line 18 through page 26, line 
5; pages 30-36); 

maintaining a plurality of regional retums centers (e.g., Figures 7 
and 8; Specification, page 23, line 1 through page 24, line 22); 

receiving, by carrier delivery, packages containing returned items 
at a selected one of the regional retums centers (e.g., Figure 1, step 112; 
Specification, page 1 1 , lines 20-27); 

wherein affixed to each package is a printed label, the label having 
machine readable data representing at least the identification of a merchant 
associated with the retumed item, the printed label including a destination 
address associated with the selected one of the regional retums centers, the 
selected one of the regional retums centers selected for carrier delivery of 
the package because the selected one of the regional retums centers is 
geographically closer to a location of a customer from which the package 
is received than others of the plurality of regional retums centers (e.g.. 
Figures 1 and 2; Figure 6; Specification, page 8, lines 11-17; page 10, line 
24 through page 11, line 12; page 11, line 28 through page 12, line 14; 
page 14, line 12 through page 17, line 2; page 24, lines 1 1-22); 

scanning the machine readable data on each package (e.g., Figure; 
Specification, page 7, Hues 16-23; page 24, line 22 through page 25, line 
3); 

correlating at least a portion of the machine readable data with a set 
of retums mles (e.g., Figure 6, step 61; Specification, page 22, lines 14-30; 
page 23, line 29 through page 24, line 10; page 24, line 22 through page 24, 
line 3); and 

notifying the merchant of a retumed package, based on the results of 
the correlating step (e.g., Specification, page 13, lines 5-11; page 26, line 6 
through page 27, line 32). 

As another example, independent Claim 33 recites the following: 



A method, performed by a retums provider, of handling customer 
retums of items on behalf of at least one merchant (e.g.. Figures 1 and 6-7; 
Specification, page 7, line 2 through page 14, line 10), comprising the steps 
of: 
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maintaining a plurality of regional return centers for the processing 
of the return of items on behalf of at least one merchant (e.g., Figures 7 and 
8; Specification, page 23, line 1 through page 24, line 22); 

receiving a package containing at least one returned item at a 
selected one of the plurality of regional returns centers (e.g.. Figure 1, step 
1 12; Specification, page 11, lines 20-27), the package comprising: 

a printed carrier label, the carrier label comprising a 
destination address associated with the selected regional retums center, the 
selected one of the regional retums centers selected for carrier delivery of 
the package because the selected one of the regional retums centers is 
geographically closer to a location of a customer from which the package is 
received than others of the plurality of regional retums centers (e.g.. Figures 
1 and 2; Figure 6; Specification, page 8, lines 11-17; page 10, line 24 
through page 11, line 12; page 11, line 28 through page 12, line 14; page 14, 
line 12 through page 17, line 2; page 24, lines 1 1-22); and 

transaction specific machine readable data (e.g.. Figures 1 
and 2; Figure 6; Specification, page 8, lines 11-17; page 10, line 24 through 
page 1 1, line 12; page 1 1, line 28 through page 12, line 14; page 14, line 12 
through page 17, line 2; page 24, lines 1 1-22); 

scanning the machine readable data on each package (e.g.. Figure; 
Specification, page 7, lines 16-23; page 24, line 22 through page 25, line 3); 
and 

correlating at least a portion of the machine readable data with a set 
of retums mles to be used in the processing of the at least one returned item 
(e.g., Figure 6, step 61; Specification, page 22, lines 14-30; page 23, line 29 
through page 24, line 10; page 24, line 22 through page 24, line 3). 

In this Appeal Brief, Appellants have argued certain dependent claims separately. 
With regard to these dependent claims. Appellants provide the following concise explanation 
of the subject matter recited in the claim elements. For brevity. Appellants do not necessarily 
identify every portion of the Specification and drawings relevant to the recited claim 
elements. Additionally, this explanation should not be used to limit Appellants' claims but is 
intended to assist the Board in considering the Appeal of this Application. 



For example, dependent Claim 4 recites the following: 



the purchase transaction is represented by an invoice number (e.g.. Figure 3; 
Specification, page 16, lines 3-14; page 17, lines 9-16; page 18, lines 7-15). 

Dependent Claim 35 recites certain similar features and operations. 
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As another example, dependent Claim 5 recites the following: 

the purchase transaction is represented by a customer number (e.g., Specification, page 
16, lines 3-14; page 17, lines 9-16; page 18, lines 7-15). 

Dependent Claim 36 recites certain similar features and operations. 

As another example, dependent Claim 6 recites the following: 

the purchase transaction is represented by a product number (e.g.. Specification^ page 
16, lines 3-14; page 17, lines 9-16; page 18, lines 7-15). 

Dependent Claim 37 recites certain similar features and operations. 
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Grounds of Rejection to be Reviewed on Appeal 

Are Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 unpatentable under 35 U.S.C, § 103(a) over U.S. 
Patent No. 6,536,659 issued to Hauser et al. ("Hauser"') in view of "Cattron Acquires 
Theimeg"; Modem Materials Handling; Boston; October 2000 Q'ReturnValetr) and U.S. 
Patent Application Publication No. 2004/0172260 issued to Junger et al. {"Jungef")! 

Are Claims 4-6 and 35-37 unpatentable under 35 U.S.C. § 103(a) over Hauser in view 
of ReturnValetl and Junger as applied to Claims 3 and 34 above, and further in view of "J. 
Crew Selects Newgistics' RetumValet Service for Managing Product Retums," Business 
Editors, Business Wire; January 14, 2002 CReturnValet2'')7 
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Arguments 

Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 stand rejected under 35 U.S.C, § 103(a) as being 
unpatentable over Hauser) in view of ReturnValetl and Junger. Claims 4-6 and 35-37 stand 
rejected imder 35 U.S.C. § 103(a) as being unpatentable over Hauser in view of ReturnValetl 
and Junger as applied to Claims 3 and 34 above, and further in view of ReturnValetl, 
Copies of Hauser, ReturnValetl^ Junger, and ReturnValet2 are attached in the Evidence 
Appendix. For the reasons discussed below, Appellants respectfully submit that these 
rejections are improper and should be reversed by the Board. 

I. Standard under 35 U.S.C. § 103 

The question raised under 35 U.S.C. § 103 is whether the prior art taken as a whole 
would suggest the claimed invention taken as a whole to one of ordinary skill in the art at the 
time of the invention. See 35 U.S.C. § 103(a). Accordingly, even if all elements of a claim 
are disclosed in various prior art references, which is certainly not the case here as discussed 
below, the claimed invention taken as a whole cannot be said to be obvious without some 
reason given in the prior art why one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of the invention 
would have been prompted to modify the teachings of a reference or combine the teachings 
of multiple references to arrive at the claimed invention. 

The M.P.E.P. sets forth the strict legal standard for establishing a prima facie case of 
obviousness based on modification or combination of prior art references. "To establish a 
prima facie case of obviousness, three basic criteria must be met. First, there must be some 
suggestion or motivation, either in the references themselves or in the knowledge generally 
available to one of ordinary skill in the art, to modify the reference or combine reference 
teachings. Second, there must be a reasonable expectation of success. Finally, the prior art 
reference (or references where combined) must teach or suggest all the claim limitations." 
M.P.E.P. § 2142, 2143. The teaching, suggestion or motivation for the modification or 
combination and the reasonable expectation of success must both be found in the prior art and 
cannot be based on an Appellant's disclosure. See Id. (citations omitted). "Obviousness can 
only be established by combining or modifying the teachings of the prior art to produce the 
claimed invention where there is some teaching, suggestion, or motivation to do so found 
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either explicitly or implicitly in the references themselves or in the knowledge generally 
available to one of ordinary skill in the art" at the time of the invention. M.P.E.P. § 2143.01. 
Even the fact that references can be modified or combined does not render the resultant 
modification or combination obvious unless the prior art teaches or suggests the desirability 
of the modification or combination. See Id. (citations omitted). Moreover, "To establish 
prima facie obviousness of a claimed invention, all the claim limitations must be taught or 
suggested by the prior art. All words in a claim must be considered in judging the 
patentability of that claim against the prior art." M.P.E.P. § 2143.03 (citations omitted). 

The governing Federal Circuit case law makes this strict legal standard even more 
clear. ^ According to the Federal Circuit, "a showing of a suggestion, teaching, or motivation 
to combine or modify prior art references is an essential component of an obviousness 
holding." In re Sang-Su Lee, 277 F.3d 1338, 1343, 61 U.S.P.Q.2d 1430, 1433 (Fed. Cir. 
2002) (quoting Brown & Williamson Tobacco Corp, v. Philip Morris Inc., 229 F.3d 1120, 
1124-25, 56 U.S.P.Q.2d 1456, 1459 (Fed. Cir. 2000)). "Evidence of a suggestion, teaching, 
or motivation . . . may flow from the prior art references themselves, the knowledge of one of 
ordinary skill in the art, or, in some cases, the nature of the problem to be solved." In re 
DembiczaK 175 F.3d 994, 999, 50 U.S.P.Q.2d 1614, 1617 (Fed. Cir, 1999). However, the 
"range of sources available . . . does not diminish the requirement for actual evidence." Id, 
Although a prior art device "may be capable of being modified to run the way the apparatus 
is claimed, there must be a suggestion or motivation in the reference to do so." In re Mills, 
916 F.2d at 682, 16 U.S.P.Q.2d at 1432. See also In re Rouffet, 149 F.3d 1350, 1357, 47 
U.S.P.Q.2d 1453, 1457-58 (Fed. Cir. 1998) (holding a prima facie case of obviousness not 
made where the combination of the references taught every element of the claimed invention 
but did not provide a motivation to combine); In Re Jones, 958 F.2d 347, 351, 21 U.S.P.Q.2d 
1941, 1944 (Fed. Cir. 1992) ("Conspicuously missing from this record is any evidence, other 
than the PTO's speculation (if that can be called evidence) that one of ordinary skill in the 
herbicidal art would have been motivated to make the modification of the prior art salts 
necessary to arrive at" the claimed invention,). Even a determination that it would have been 
obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of the invention to try the proposed 

* Note M.P.E.P, 2145 X.C. ("The Federal Circuit has produced a number of decisions overturning obviousness 
rejections due to a lack of suggestion in the prior art of the desirability of combining references.")- 
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modification or combination is not sufficient to establish a prima facie case of obviousness. 
See In re Fine, 837 F.2d 1071, 1075, 5 U.S.P.Q.2d 1596, 1599 (Fed. Cir. 1988). 

In addition, the M.P.E.P. and the Federal Circuit repeatedly warn against using an 
Appellants' disclosure as a blueprint to reconstruct the claimed invention. For example, the 
M.P.E.P. states, "The tendency to resort to ^hindsight' based upon applicant's disclosure is 
often difficult to avoid due to the very nature of the examination process. However, 
impermissible hindsight must be avoided and the legal conclusion must be reached on the 
basis of the facts gleaned from the prior art." M.P.E.P. § 2142. The goveming Federal 
Circuit cases are equally clear. "A critical step in analyzing the patentability of claims 
pursuant to [35 U.S.C. § 103] is casting the mind back to the time of invention, to consider 
the thinking of one of ordinary skill in the art, guided only by the prior art references and the 
then-accepted wisdom in the field. . . . Close adherence to this methodology is especially 
important in cases where the very ease with which the invention can be understood may 
prompt one 'to fall victim to the insidious effect of a hindsight syndrome wherein that which 
only the invention taught is used against its teacher.'" In re Kotzab, 217 F.3d 1365, 1369, 55 
U.S.P.Q.2d 1313, 1316 (Fed. Cir. 2000) (citations omitted). In In re Kotzab, the Federal 
Circuit noted that to prevent the use of hindsight based on the invention to defeat 
patentability of the invention, the court requires the Examiner to show a motivation to 
combine the references that create the case of obviousness. See id See also, e.g., Grain 
Processing Corp. v. American Maize-Products, 840 F.2d 902, 907, 5 U.S.P.Q.2d 1788, 1792 
(Fed. Cir. 1988). Similarly, in In re Dembiczak, the Federal Circuit reversed a finding of 
obviousness by the Board, explaining that the required evidence of such a teaching, 
suggestion, or motivation is essential to avoid impermissible hindsight reconstruction of an 
applicant's invention: 

Our case law makes clear that the best defense against the subtle but powerful 
attraction of hind-sight obviousness analysis is rigorous application of the 
requirement for a showing of the teaching or motivation to combine prior art 
references. Combining prior art references without evidence of such a 
suggestion, teaching, or motivation simply takes the inventor's disclosure as a 
blueprint for piecing together the prior art to defeat patentability — ^the essence 
of hindsight. 

175 F.3d at 999, 50 U.S.P.Q.2d at 1617 (emphasis added) (citations omitted). 



DAL01:954130.I 



ATTORNEY DOCKET NO 
067439.0138 



15 



PATENT APPLICATION 
10/697,485 



II. The References Cited by the Examiner 

A. The Hauser Reference 

Hauser relates to a method "for handling goods returned by customers of a plurality 
of different merchants. Merchants who have authorized return of merchandise transmit data 
identifying the customer and the merchandise to be returned to a central retum facility for 
inclusion in a database. Customers of the merchants package the merchandise to be returned 
and are provided with a return authorization shipping label by the central retum facility. This 
label includes a scannable bar code identifying the merchant and the customer. After the 
merchandise is received at the central retums facility, the scannable bar code is scanned so 
that the merchandise can be sorted by merchant, and the merchandise is then inspected to 
determine if the merchandise authorized for retum has been received. If so, the appropriate 
merchant is advised, and the customer is electronically credited for retum of the merchandise. 
A bar code tag is attached to the returned merchandise that has been received to facilitate 
automated sorting on a conveyer system. The merchandise is thus directed to a storage bin 
for temporary storage along with other merchandise designated for the same disposition. 
When a bin is full, the merchandise contained therein is disposed of as designated." {Hauser, 
Abstract). 

B. The ReturnValetl Reference 

ReturnValetl is a news article discussing a service provided by the Assignee of this 
Application. The service called "RetumValet" offers "direct-to-consumer merchants a more 
customer firiendly and cost-effective way of handling product retums." {ReturnValetl^ 
paragraph 3). Specifically, "RetumValet (which operates for over 225 retailers, wholesalers, 
and manufacturers) enables consumers to go back to the online retailer where they bought the 
product, linking them to the Newgistics Web site, www.newgistics.com. There, the customer 
will receive information regarding the location of the nearest postal center where they can go 
and retum the product - receiving instant credit." {ReturnValetl^ paragraph 4). 
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C. The Junger Reference 

Junger "relates to a computer based system that provides a method for real time data 
storage and retrieval for the purpose of verifying and validating sales transactions and 
product retum/v^arranty repair eligibility." {Junger, page 1, paragraph 8), Specifically, 
"[o]nce a product is accepted for retum by the reatiler, the retailer then typically returns the 
product to the manufacturer for credit. However, w^hen the reatil store accepts a product 
retum that does not comply with the manufacturer's retum policy, problems result between 
the retailer and the manufacturer because the manufacturer will refuse or be reluctant to 
accept the returned product from the retailer. Moreover, significant time and expense is 
wasted when a retailer improperly accepts prducts for retum that do not comply with the 
manufacturer's retum policy. Often times the improperly returned products are shipped to 
the manufacturere and then are simply retumed to the retailer after being rejected for retum 
by the manufacturer. This results in significant wasted shipping charges and employee time 
in attempting to resolve such matters. This situation can also result in significant tension 
between the retailer and the manufacturer. In other words, when returns are not properly 
handled at the retail level, numerous problems result for the retailer and the manufacturer," 
{Junger, page 1, paragraph 11). 

According to Junger, "in a physical retail store environment, when a customer retums 
a product with a receipt to the retail location, a retailer may look at the serial number on the 
receipt and compare it to the retumed product. If the serial numbers match and if all other 
retum conditions for the particular product are met, the retum may be accepted. When a 
customer retums a product with no receipt, or a receipt that does not have a correct serial 
number, the retailer may search the local database for sale information concerning the 
specific item being returned. If no sale information is located (for instance if another retailer 
sold the product), the general database may be accessed and searched for sales information, 
and the retum handled accordingly. Additionally, if the retail clerk is unfamiliar with the 
applicable retum policy, the clerk may submit the product for retum approval to obtain the 
necessary information on the product and make an appropriate determination as to whether 
the retum should be accepted. If the product does not qualify for retum, the invention enables 
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the sales clerk to provide other useful information or assistance to the person seeking the 
return, such as operating or hook-up instructions for the product, as well as information on 
locations for warranty or non-warranty service for the product." (Junger, page 4, paragraph 
33). 

"A computer system at a product return center location obtains identifying 
information for a product which is to be returned from a retailer to a manufacturer. In the 
disclosed example implementation, this identifying information is then submitted to a remote 
retum approval computer system through the intemet or the like, the return approval 
computer system may then utilize the identifying information to determine whether the 
returned product satisfies applicable retum criteria. If so, the product is pre-approved for 
retum. The product retum location preferably obtains identifying information for a plurality 
of returned products at a time. In response to the product identifying information submitted 
by the product retum location, the retum approval location may provide a list of approved 
returns and unapproved returns, along with a retum authorization number for a batch of 
approved returns. The product retum location may then assemble the approved product 
returns from the regional retum center as a batch, thereby reducing costs." (Junger, page 4, 
paragraph 34). 

D. The ReturnValet2 Reference 

ReturnValet2 is a news article further discussing the "RetumValet" service provided 
by the Assignee of this Application to J. Crew, "a leading multi-channel retailer for apparel 
and accessories." (ReturnVaIet2, paragraph 1). Specifically, "J. Crew will first deploy 
Retum Valet's "Quick Label" program, which includes a pre-paid and pre-addressed "smart" 
shipping label enclosed with customers' merchandise. Customers returning merchandise to 
J.Crew simply apply the label to their retum package and drop it in the U.S. Postal System. 
The Quick Label also eliminates retum merchandise authorizations, waiting in lines for 
mailing items and paying cash up front for product returns." (ReturnValet2, paragraph 3), 
"In a later phase, J. Crew will also offer its customers access to RetumValet' s nationwide 
network of convenient neighborhood pack and ship locations for customers who prefer to 
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hand off their merchandise to a person, get a credit receipt, and complete their retum as they 
would in a store. Consumers shoudl bring their invoice or gift receipt with their merchandise. 
J. Crew will gain advance notification of incoming returns, expediting retums processing and 
credit and exchange transactions." {ReturnValet2, paragraph 4). 

III. Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 are Allowable 

In the Final Office Action, Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 are rejected over the 
proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination. First, Appellants contend that the 

proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination fails to teach, suggest, or disclose the 
combination of elements recited in Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46. Second, Appellants 
contend that the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination is improper as applied 
to Appellants' Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46. 

A. Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 are Allowable over the Cited References 

Appellants' claims are allowable over the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger 
combination because the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination does not 
disclose, teach, or suggest the features and operations recited in Appellants' claims. For 
example, the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination does not disclose, teach, or 
suggest at least the following features and operations recited Claim 1 of the present 
application: 

receiving, by carrier delivery, packages containing returned items 
at a selected one of the regional retums centers; 

wherein affixed to each package is a printed label, the label having 
machine readable data representing at least the identification of a merchant 
associated with the retumed item, the printed label including a destination 
address associated with the selected one of the regional retums centers, the 
selected one of the regional retums centers selected for carrier delivery of 
the package because the selected one of the regional retums centers is 
geographically closer to a location of a customer from which the package 
is received than others of the plurality of regional retums centers . . . 

In the Final Office Action, the Examiner relies upon Hauser for the operational step 
of receiving the package and for the printed label. (Final Office Action, page 3). The 
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Examiner relies upon ReturnValetl for disclosure of a plurality of regional retvim centers and 
upon Junger for disclosure of carrier delivery. (Final Office Action, page 4). Even if the 
references disclose what the Examiner purports that the references disclose (which 
Appellants do not admit), such a piecemeal rejection of Appellants' claim fails to give 
credence to the particular combination of elements of Appellants' Claim 1 and to the overall 
combination of features recited in the claim. 

The M.P.E.P. provides that "[a]ll words in a claim must be considered in judging the 
patentability of that claim against the prior art." M.P.E.P. § 2143.03 (citing In re Wilson^ 424 
F.2d 1382, 165 U.S.P.Q. 494, 496 (C.C.P.A. 1970)). Appellants' Claim 1 recites "receiving, 
by carrier delivery , packages containing returned items at a selected one of the regional 
returns centers . . . wherein affixed to each package is a printed label, the label having 
machine readable data representing at least the identification of a merchant associated with 
the returned item, the printed label including a destination address associated with the 
selected one of the regional retums centers, the selected one of the regional retums centers 
selected for carrier delivery of the package because the selected one of the regional returns 
centers is geographically closer to a location of a customer from which the package is 
received than others of the plurality of regional retums centers ." Although Hauser discloses 
"a return authorization shipping label," the label results in the delivery of the retumed 
merchandise to a "central retums facility" or "National Retum Center." {Hauser^ FigXH-es 3- 
5; Abstract; Column 3, lines 59-64). Thus, there is no disclosure in Hauser of a "plurality of 
regional retum centers." As a consequence, there is no disclosure in Hauser that the printed 
shipping label includes "a destination address associated with the selected one of the regional 
retum centers, the selected one of the regional retums centers selected . . . because the 
selected one of the regional retums centers is geographically closer to a location of a 
customer . . . than others of the plurality of regional retums centers," as recited in Appellants' 
Claim 1. 

Furthermore, the disclosures of ReturnValetl and Junger do not cure the deficiencies 
identified above with respect to Hauser and Appellants' Claim 1. Although ReturnValetl 
discloses a plurality postal centers to which products can be returned, ReturnValetl 
specifically states that such postal centers are where "[the consumer] can go and retum the 
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product." (Page 1). The returned packages received at the postal centers of ReturnValetl are 
not disclosed to have "a printed label" and certainly are not disclosed as having "a printed 
label including a destination address associated with the selected one of the regional return 
centers, the selected one of the regional returns centers selected . . . because the selected one 
of the regional returns centers is geographically closer to a location of a customer . . . than 
others of the plurality of regional returns centers," as recited in Appellants' Claim 1. 

With respect to Junger, the Examiner does not allege that Junger discloses either "a 
printed label" or "a plurality of regional retum centers." Rather, Junger merely discloses 
linking to a "shipper, such as UPS, FedEx or U.S. mail, to request a pickup for retum or 
service of the product from the customer." {Junger^ paragraph 181). Junger also does not 
disclose a printed shipping label or its content. Thus, Junger also cannot be said to disclose, 
teach, or suggest "a printed label including a destination address associated with the selected 
one of the regional return centers, the selected one of the regional returns centers selected . . . 
because the selected one of the regional retums centers is geographically closer to a location 
of a customer . . . than others of the plurality of regional retums centers," as recited in 
Appellants' Claim 1. 

Accordingly, Appellants respectfully submit that the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl- 
Junger combination does not disclose, teach, or suggest the combination of features recited in 
Appellants' Claim 1. In fact, the rejection of Claim 1 over the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl -Junger combination, in the manner provided by the Examiner, can only result 
from the piecing together of disjointed portions of unrelated references to reconstruct 
Appellants' claims. Stated differently, the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl -Junger 
combination does not, taken as a whole, suggest the claimed invention, taken as a whole. 

For at least these reasons, Appellants respectfully submit that the rejections of 
independent Claim 1 and its dependent claims (including Claim 3) are improper and should be 
reversed by the Board. 

The Examiner also relies on the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl -Junger combination to 
reject independent Claim 33. Appellants respectfully submit, however, that the proposed 
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Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination does not disclose, teach, or suggest the combination 
of features and operations recited in Appellants' independent Claim 33. Claim 33 recites 
"receiving a package containing at least one retumed item at a selected one of the plurality of 
regional retums centers, the package comprising ... a printed carrier label, the carrier label 
comprising a destination address associated with the selected regional retums center, the 
selected one of the regional retums centers selected for carrier delivery of the package because 
the selected one of the regional retums centers is geographically closer to a location of a 
customer from which the package is received than others of the plurality of regional retums 
centers." Thus, for reasons analogous to those discussed above with regard to Claim 1, 
Appellants respectfully submit that the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger combination 
does not disclose, teach, or suggest each and every element set forth in Appellants' independent 
Claim 33. 

For at least these reasons. Appellants respectfully submit that the rejections of 
independent Claim 33 and their respective dependent claims (including Claims 34 and 38-46 
that depend on Claim 33) are improper and should be reversed by the Board. 

B. The Proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger Combination is Improper 

Furthermore, even if the cited references disclose, teach, or suggest Appellants' claim 
elements (which Appellants dispute above), the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger 
combination is improper. Appellants' claims are allowable for at least this additional reason. 

Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46 have been rejected over the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl-Junger combination. With respect to Claims 1, 3, 33, 34, and 38-46, it appears 
that the Examiner has merely proposed alleged advantages of combining Hauser with 
ReturnValetl and Junger (advantages which Appellants do not admit could even be achieved 
by combining these references in the manner the Examiner proposes). For example, with 
regard to Hauser and ReturnValetl^ the Examiner states "[i]t would have been obvious to one 
of ordinary skill in the art at the time of the invention to have modified the method of Hauser 
with the maintaining a plurality of regional return centers and retuming to the station closest 
to the customer of ReturnValetl^ since such a modification would have provided a decrease 
in effort and an increase in return efficiency via a means for a customer to receive instant 
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credit for a returned item (see at least page 1 of Return Valet 1)." (Final Office Action, page 
4). With regard to Hauser and Junger, the Examiner states "[i]t would have been obvious to 
one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of the invention to have modified the method of 
Hauser with the carrier delivery, as taught by Junger, since such a modification would have 
provided a further simplified return process for a customer (at least paragraph [0181] of 
Junger'' (Final Office Action, page 4), While the Examiner has cited portions of 
ReturnValetl and Junger that tout advantages of their respective systems, the Examiner has 
not pointed to any portions of the cited references that would teach, suggest, or motivate one 
of ordinary skill in the art at the time of invention to incorporate the central retum facility 
disclosed in Hauser with the postal centers disclosed in ReturnValetl and the carrier delivery 
disclosed in Junger, In other words, the alleged advantage of the systems disclosed in 
ReturnValetl and Junger do not provide an explanation as to: (1) why it would have been 
obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of Appellants' invention {without using 
Appellants* claims as a guide) to modify the particular techniques disclosed in Hauser with 
the cited disclosures in ReturnValetl and Junger; (2) how one of ordinary skill in the art at 
the time of Appellants' invention would have actually done so; and (3) how doing so would 
purportedly meet the limitations of Appellants' claims. Indeed, if it were sufficient for 
Examiners to merely point to a purported advantage of one reference and conclude that it 
would have been obvious to combine of modify that reference with other references simply 
based on that advantage (which, as should be evident from the case law discussed above, it 
certainly is not), then virtually any two or more references would be combinable just based 
on the fact the one reference states an advantage of its system. Of course, as the Federal 
Circuit has made clear and as discussed above, that is not the law. 

Additionally, Appellants respectfully submit that the objectives of the respective 
systems of Hauser^ ReturnValetl^ and Junger do not provide a suggestion to combine these 
references in the manner suggested by the Examiner. It is essential to view the invention as a 
whole, taking each element into account as well as the advantages, properties, utilities, aad 
results of the invention. In re Chupp, 816 F.2d 643, 2 U.S.P.Q.2d 1437 (Fed. Cir. 1987). The 
very principle and purpose of the system disclosed in Junger is the provision of a retum system 
between two intermediary sources of a product. Specifically, Junger provides a system and 
method for obtaining batch reimbvirsement from a manufacturer for a retailer who has 
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previously credited customers for the return of like items. With respect to the customer, Junger 
only discloses that a return is accepted "[w]hen a customer retums a product with a receipt," 
"the serial numbers match," and "all other retum conditions are met." (Column 2, lines 14- 
18). However, Junger assumes that this transaction occurs prior to the receipt of the retumed 
items for processing using the retum system of Junger, In Junger, it is the merchant who is 
being reimbursed by the manufacturer. 

Conversely, Hauser provides customers of merchants "with a retum authorization 
shipping label" that can then be used to retum merchandise to a "central retvim facility." 
(Abstract). According to Hauser^ "a retum label is provided to the customer for inclusion with 
the merchandise being retumed." (Column 2, lines 16-19). The customer then "ships the 
merchandise being retumed to the retum facility." Thus, while the objective of Junger is to 
provide for the processing of retailer retums on a batch-basis in a retailer-manufacturer context, 
the objective of Hauser is to provide for the processing of customer retums on an item-basis in 
a retailer-customer context. As a result, the solution proposed in Junger is drastically different 
from the solution proposed in Hauser, and one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of 
invention would not have been motivated to combine the disclosure of Junger with the 
disclosure of Hauser. 

It is clear based at least on the many distinctions discussed above that the proposed 
Hauser-ReturnValetl -Junger combination does not, taken as a whole, suggest the claimed 
invention, taken as a whole. It is improper for an Examiner to use hindsight having read the 
Appellants' disclosure to arrive at an obviousness rejection. In re Fine, 837 F.2d 1071, 1075, 5 
U.S.P.Q.2d 1596, 1600 (Fed. Cir. 1988). It is improper to use the claimed invention as an 
instruction manual or template to piece together the teachings of the prior art so that the 
claimed invention is rendered obvious. In re Fritch, 972 F.2d 1260, 23 U.S.P.Q.2d 1780 (Fed. 
Cir. 1992). The inconsistencies in Junger and Hauser^ as identified by Appellants above, 
evidences the Examiners reconstruction of Appellants' claims using hindsight to piece together 
disjointed portions of analogous, but inconsistent references. Accordingly, Appellants 
respectfully submit that the Examiner's conclusions set forth in the Office Action do not meet 
the requirements set forth in the M.P.E.P. and the governing Federal Circuit case law for 
demonstrating a prima facie case of obviousness. 
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For at least these reasons. Appellants respectfully submit that the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl-Junger combination is improper with respect to Appellants' Claims 1, 3, 33, 
34, and 38-46. Accordingly, the rejection of Appellants' claims over the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl-Junger combination should be reversed by the Board. 

IV. Claims 4 and 35 are Allowable 

Claims 4 and 35 are rejected over the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger- 
ReturnValet2 combination. Appellants contend, however, that Claims 4 and 35 are allowable 

over the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination for at least two 
reasons. First, the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination fails to 
teach, suggest, or disclose the combination of elements recited in Claims 4 and 35, Second, 
the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination is improper as applied 
to Appellants' Claims 4 and 35. 

A, Claims 4 and 35 are Allowable over the Cited References 

Claims 4 and 35 depend upon independent Claims 1 and 33, respectively, which 
Appellants have shovm above to be allowable. Accordingly, Claims 4 and 35 are not obvious 
over the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination at least because of 
their respective dependencies. 

Additionally, dependent Claims 4 and 35 recite elements that further distinguish the 
art. For example, Claim 4 depends from Claim 3, which depends from Claim 1. Claim 1 
recites "a printed label . . . having machine readable data representing at least the 
identification of a merchant." Claim 3 recites that the machine readable data further 
identifies a purchase transaction," Claim 4 further clarifies that he purchase transaction is 
represented by an invoice number." Thus, Claim 4 requires that the machine readable data 
further identifies a purchase transaction "by an invoice number." Claim 35 recites certain 
analogous features and operations. 

Appellants contend that the proposed Hauser'ReturnValetI'Junger-ReturnValet2 
combination does not disclose, teach, or suggest the combination of features recited in Claims 
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4 and 35. In the Final Office Action, the Examiner acknowledges that Hauser, ReturnValetl, 
and Junger fail to disclose the features recited in Claims 4 and 35. (Final Office Action, page 
8). In maintaining the rejection, the Examiner relies specifically upon ReturnValet2 and 
states that "RetumValet2 teaches that it is known to include the purchase transaction is 
represented by an invoice number (Page 2)." (Final Office Action, page 8). Even if 
ReturnValet2 discloses what the Examiner alleges, Appellants disagree with the Examiner's 
conclusion that ReturnValet2 discloses the particular combination of features recited in 
Claims 4 and 35. In fact, ReturnValet2 merely discloses that "[c]onsumers should bring their 
invoice or gift receipt with their merchandise" when bringing in a return. {ReturnValet2^ 
page 2, paragraph 2). Their is no disclosure in ReturnValet2, however of "a printed label 
having machine readable data. . . . identifying a purchase transaction ... by an invoice 
number," as recited in Claims 1, 3, and 4 when read together. Accordingly, Appellants 
respectfully submit that the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl'-Junger-ReturnValet2 
combination does not disclose, teach, or suggest the combination of features recited in 
Appellants' Claims 4 and 35. 

For at least these reasons, Appellants respectfully submit that the rejections of 
dependent Claims 4 and 35 are improper and should be reversed by the Board. 

B. The Proposed Hauser-'ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValetl Combination is 
Improper 

Furthermore, even if the cited references disclose, teach, or suggest Appellants' claim 
elements (which Appellants dispute above), the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger- 
ReturnValet2 combination is improper. Appellants' claims are allowable for at least this 
additional reason. 

According to the Examiner and with regard to Hauser and ReturnValetl, "[i]t would 
have been obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of the invention to have 
modified the method of Hauser with the maintaining a plurality of regional return centers and 
returning to the station closest to the customer of ReturnValetl^ since such a modification 
would have provided a decrease in effort and an increase in return efficiency via a means for 
a customer to receive instant credit for a returned item (see at least page 1 of RetumValetl)," 
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(Final Office Action, page 4). With regard to Hauser and Junger^ the Examiner states "[i]t 
would have been obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of the invention to 
have modified the method of Hauser with the carrier dehvery, as taught by Junger, since 
such a modification would have provided a further simplified retum process for a customer 
(at least paragraph [0181] of Junger).'' (Final Office Action, page 4). With regard to Hauser 
and ReturnValet2, the Examiner states "[i]t would have been obvious to one of ordinary skill 
in the art at the time of the invention to have modified the method of Hauser with 
representing a purchase transaction with an invoice number, as taught by ReturnValet2, since 
such a modification would have expedited the returns process (see at least page 2 of 
ReturnValet 2)." (Final Office Action, page 9). 

Again, it appears that the Examiner has merely proposed alleged advantages of 
combining Hauser with ReturnValet 1, Junger, and ReturnValet2 (advantages which 
Appellants do not admit could even be achieved by combining these references in the manner 
the Examiner proposes). While the Examiner has cited portions of ReturnValet 1 ^ Junger, and 
ReturnValet2 that tout advantages of their respective systems, the Examiner has not pointed 
to any portions of the cited references that would teach, suggest, or motivate one of ordinary 
skill in the art at the time of invention to incorporate the central retum facility disclosed in 
Hauser with the postal centers disclosed in ReturnValet 1^ the carrier delivery disclosed in 
Junger^ and the invoice number disclosed in ReturnValet2, In other words, the alleged 
advantage of the systems disclosed in ReturnValet 1^ Junger^ and ReturnValet2 do not provide 
an explanation as to: (1) why it would have been obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art at 
the time of Appellants' invention (without using Appellants' claims as a guide) to modify 
the particular techniques disclosed in Hauser with the cited disclosures in ReturnValet 1, 
Junger, and ReturnValet2\ (2) how one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of Appellants' 
invention would have actually done so; and (3) how doing so would purportedly meet the 
limitations of Appellants' claims. Indeed, if it were sufficient for Examiners to merely point 
to a purported advantage of one reference and conclude that it would have been obvious to 
combine of modify that reference with other references simply based on that advantage 
(which, as should be evident from the case law discussed above, it certainly is not), then 
virtually any two or more references would be combinable just based on the fact the one 
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reference states an advantage of its system. Of course, as the Federal Circuit has made clear 
and as discussed above, that is not the law. 

Additionally, and as discussed above with respect to independent Claims 1 and 33, 
Appellants respectfully submit that the objectives of the respective systems of Hauser and 
Junger do not provide a suggestion to combine these references in the manner suggested by the 
Examiner. The very principle and purpose of the system disclosed in Junger is the provision 
of a return system between two intermediary sources of a product. Specifically, Junger 
provides a system and method for obtaining batch reimbursement from a manufacturer for a 
retailer who has previously credited customers for the return of like items. With respect to the 
customer, Junger only discloses that a return is accepted "[w]hen a customer retums a product 
with a receipt," "the serial numbers match," and "all other return conditions are met." 
(Column 2, lines 14-18). However, Junger assumes that this transaction occurs prior to the 
receipt of the retumed items for processing using the return system of Junger. In Junger, it is 
the merchant who is being reimbxirsed by the manufacturer. 

Conversely, Hauser provides customers of merchants "with a return authorization 
shipping label" that can then be used to return merchandise to a "central retum facility." 
(Abstract). According to Hauser, "a retum label is provided to the customer for inclusion with 
the merchandise being retumed." (Column 2, lines 16-19). The customer then "ships the 
merchandise being retumed to the retum facility." Thus, while the objective of Junger is to 
provide for the processing of retailer retums on a batch-basis in a retailer-manufacturer context, 
the objective of Hauser is to provide for the processing of customer retums on an item-basis in 
a retailer-customer context. As a result, the solution proposed in Junger is drastically different 
from the solution proposed in Hauser, and one of ordinary skill in the art at the time of 
invention would not have been motivated to combine the disclosure of Junger with the 
disclosure of Hauser. 

It is clear based at least on the many distinctions discussed above that the proposed 
Hauser-'ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination does not, taken as a whole, suggest the 
claimed invention, taken as a whole. It is improper for an Examiner to use hindsight having 
read the Appellants' disclosure to arrive at an obviousness rejection. In re Fine, 837 F.2d 1071, 
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1075, 5 U.S.P.Q.2d 1596, 1600 (Fed. Cir. 1988). It is improper to use the claimed invention as 
an instruction manual or template to piece together the teachings of the prior art so that the 
claimed invention is rendered obvious. In re Fritch, 972 F.2d 1260, 23 U.S.P.Q.2d 1780 (Fed. 
Cir. 1992). The inconsistencies in Junger and Hauser, as identified by Appellants above, 
evidences the Examiners reconstruction of Appellants' claims using hindsight to piece together 
disjointed portions of analogous, but inconsistent references. Accordingly, Appellants 
respectfully submit that the Examiner's conclusions set forth in the Office Action do not meet 
the requirements set forth in the M.P.E.P. and the governing Federal Circuit case law for 
demonstrating a prima facie case of obviousness. 

For at least these reasons, Appellants respectfully submit that the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValetl combination is improper with respect to Appellants' 
Claims 4 and 35. Accordingly, the rejection of Appellants' claims over the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination should be reversed by the Board. 

V. Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are Allowable 

Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are rejected over the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger- 
ReturnValet2 combination. Appellants contend, however, that Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are 
allowable over the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-'Junger-ReturnValet2 combination for at 
least two reasons. First, the proposed Hauser''ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 
combination fails to teach, suggest, or disclose the combination of elements recited in Claims 
5, 6, 36, and 37. Second, the proposed Hauser''ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 
combination is improper as applied to Appellants' Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37. 

A. Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are Allowable over the Cited References 

Claims 5 and 6 depend upon independent Claim 1, which Appellants have shown 
above to be allowable. Claims 36 and 37 depend upon independent Claim 33, which 
Appellants have shown above to be allowable. Accordingly, Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are not 
obvious over the proposed Hauser'ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination at least 
because of their respective dependencies. 
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Additionally, dependent Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 recite elements that further 
distinguish the art. For example. Claim 5 depends from Claim 3, which depends from Claim 
1 . Claim 1 recites "a printed label . . . having machine readable data representing at least the 
identification of a merchant." Claim 3 recites that the machine readable data further 
identifies a purchase transaction." Claim 5 further clarifies that the purchase transaction is 
represented by a customer number." Conversely, Claim 6 further clarifies that the purchase 
transaction is "represented by a product number." Thus, Claim 5 requires that the machine 
readable data firrther identifies a purchase transaction "by a customer number," and Claim 6 
requires that the machine readable data fiirther identifies a purchase transaction "by a product 
number." Claims 36 and 37 recite certain features and operations that are analogous to those 
of Claims 5 and 6, respectively. 

Appellants contend that the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 
combination does not disclose, teach, or suggest the combination of featvires recited in Claims 

5, 6, 36 and 37. In the Final Office Action, the Examiner acknow^ledges that Hauser, 
ReturnValetl, and Junger fail to disclose the features recited in Claims 4 and 35. (Final 
Office Action, page 8). In maintaining the rejection, the Examiner makes the following 
statement: 

The recitations that "wherein the purchase transaction is represented by a 
customer number" and "wherein the purchase transaction is represented by 
a product number" are given little patentable weight because it imparts no 
structural or functional specificity which serves to patentably distinguish 
the instant invention from the other "invoice number" already disclosed by 
RetumValet2. 

(Final Office Action, page 8). Appellants disagree with the Examiner's contention that 
patentable weight should not be afforded to Applicants' claim elements. By failing to give 
patentable weight to Appellants' recitations, the Examiner is not giving credence to each 
element of Appellant's Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37. 

The M.P.E.P. provides that "[a]ll words in a claim must be considered in judging the 
patentability of that claim against the prior art." M.P.E.P. § 2143,03 (citing In re Wilson^ 424 
F.2d 1382, 165 U.S.P.Q. 494, 496 (C.C.P.A. 1970)). Claims 5 and 36 recite that the machine 
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readable data further identifies a purchase transaction "by a customer number," and Claims 6 
and 37 requires that the machine readable data further identifies a purchase transaction "by a 
product number." Claims 1 and 33 further recite that the machine readable data is included 
on a printed label. Additional steps recited in Claims 1 and 33 include "scaiming the 
machine readable data on each package" and "correlating at least a portion of the machine 
readable data with a set of returns rules." Scanning the machine readable data on each 
package would result in the identification of a customer number and the identification of a 
purchase transaction based on the customer number where the machine readable data includes 
"a customer number/' as recited in Claims 5 and 36. Conversely, scaiming the machine 
readable data on each package would result in the identification of a product number and the 
identification of a purchase transaction based on the product number where the machine 
readable data includes "a product number," as recited in Claims 6 and 37. Accordingly, the 
recitations of Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are patentably distinguishable from the "invoice 
number" recited in Appellants' claims 4 and 35. As such, patentable weight should be 
afforded to the recitations of Appellants' Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37. 

For at least these reasons, Appellants respectfully submit that the rejections of 
dependent Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37 are improper and should be reversed by the Board. 

B. The Proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValetl Combination is 
Improper 

Furthermore, even if the cited references disclose, teach, or suggest Appellants' claim 
elements (which Appellants dispute above), the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger- 
ReturnValet2 combination is improper. Appellants have provided a detailed discussion above 
with respect to Claims 4 and 35 as to why the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl-Junger- 
ReturnValet2 combination is improper. The reasons discussed above are equally applicable 
to Claims 5, 6, 36, and 37. Accordingly, for reasons analogous to those discussed above 
with respect to Claims 4 and 35, Appellants' contend that the proposed Hauser-ReturnValetl- 
Junger-ReturnValet2 combination is improper as applied to Appellants' Claims 5, 6, 36, and 
37. Accordingly, the rejection of Appellants' claims over the proposed Hauser- 
ReturnValetl-Junger-ReturnValet2 combination should be reversed by the Board. 
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CONCLUSION 



Appellants have demonstrated that the present invention, as claimed, is clearly 
distinguishable over the prior art cited by the Examiner. Therefore, Appellants respectfully 
request the Board to reverse the final rejections and instruct the Examiner to issue a Notice of 
Allowance with respect to all pending claims. 

The Commissioner is hereby authorized to charge $250.00 for filing this Appeal Brief 
to Deposit Account No. 02-0384 of Baker Botts, L.L.P. Appellants believe that no other fees 
are due; however, the Commissioner is hereby authorized to charge any fees or credit any 
overpayment to Deposit Account No. 02-0384 of Baker Botts, L.L.P. 



Respectfully submitted. 



BAKER BOTTS L.L.P. 



Attorneys for Appellants 




Jenm R. Moen 
Reg. No. 52,038 
(214) 953-6809 



Date May 4, 2007 



Correspondence Address: 



at Customer No. 



05073 
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1. (Previously Presented) A method, performed by a retums provider, of 
handling customer retums of items on behalf of multiple merchants, comprising the steps of 

storing a set of merchant retums mles in a processing system, such that a set of retums 
rules is associated with each merchant, 

maintaining a plurality of regional return centers; 

receiving, by carrier delivery, packages containing returned items at a selected one of 
the regional retums centers; 

wherein affixed to each package is a printed label, the label having machine readable 
data representing at least the identification of a merchant associated with the returned item, the 
printed label including a destination address associated with the selected one of the regional 
retums centers, the selected one of the regional retums centers selected for carrier delivery of 
the package because the selected one of the regional retums centers is geographically closer to 
a location of a customer from which the package is received than others of the plurality of 
regional retums centers; 

scanning the machine readable data on each package; 

correlating at least a portion of the machine readable data with a set of retums mles; and 
notifying the merchant of a returned package, based on the results of the correlating 

step. 

2. (Canceled) 

3. (Original) The method of Claim 1, wherein the machine readable data further 
identifies a purchase transaction. 

4. (Original) The method of Claim 3, wherein the purchase transaction is 
represented by an invoice number. 

5. (Original) The method of Claim 3, wherein the purchase transaction is 
represented by a customer number. 
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6. (Original) The method of Claim 3, wherein the pvirchase transaction is 
represented by a product number. 

7. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, wherein the machine readable label 
further has data representing the package origin and package delivery location, and further 
comprising the steps of weighing the package and using the processing system to assess 
shipping charges. 

8. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, further comprising the step of notifying 
the customer of receipt of the return. 

9. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 8, wherein the notifying is performed by 
postcard. 

10. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 8, wherein the notifying is performed by 

email. 

11. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, further comprising the step of using the 
machine readable data to generate a credit advice of credit for the retum. 

12. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 11, further comprising the step of notifying 
the customer of the credit. 

13. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1 1 , further comprising the step of notifying 
the merchant of the credit. 

14. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, further comprising the step of using the 
processing system to display order data associated with the package during the correlating step. 

15. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, further comprising the step of opening 
the package, and wherein the notifying step is performed after the opening step. 
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16. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, further comprising the step of 
transmitting data from the scanning step to a return tracking system. 

17. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1, further comprising the step of 
transmitting data about the return to the merchant. 

18. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 17, wherein the transmitting is to a 
customer service system of the merchant. 

19. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 18, wherein the customer service system is 
a website. 

20. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 1 8, wherein the customer service system is 
a call center. 

21. (Withdrawn) A method, performed by a retums provider, of handling 
customer retums of items on behalf of multiple merchants, comprising the steps of: 

storing a set of merchant retums rules in a processing system, such that a set of retums 
mles is associated with each merchant, 

receiving packages containing returned items at a retums center; 

wherein affixed to each package is a printed label, the label having machine readable 
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22. (Withdrawn) A system for handling customer returns of items on behalf of 
multiple merchants, the retums being made by customers in packages having machine readable 
labels, comprising: 

a number of return centers, having at least a scanning station for scanning the machine 
readable label; a sorting station for sorting the packages; and an examination station for 
determining the final disposition of the item; and 

a processing system for storing return rules from each merchant, for receiving the 
machine readable data from the scanning station, for linking the package identification with the 
mles of a particular merchant, and for transmitting return rules for display at one or more of the 
retxrni center stations; 

wherein the retum mles specify at least a procedure for retum notifications. 

23. (Withdrawn) The system of Claim 22, wherein the processing system is 
further operable to communicate retum information to the merchant. 

24. (Withdrawn) The system of Claim 22, wherein the processing system is 
further operable to communicate retum information to the customer that retumed the package. 

25. (Withdrawn) The system of Claim 22, wherein the scanning station is further 
operable to weigh the packages, and wherein the processing system is further operable to assess 
shipping charges for the packages. 

26. (Withdrawn) The system of Claim 22, further comprising an opening station 
for opening packages and examining the contents. 



DAL01:954 130.1 



ATTORNEY DOCKET NO 
067439.0138 



37 



PATENT APPLICATION 
10/697,485 



27. (Withdrawn) A method, performed by a returns provider, of handling 
customer retums of items on behalf of multiple merchants, comprising the steps of: 

storing a set of item merchant retums rules in a processing system, such that a set of 
retums rules is associated with each merchant, 

receiving packages containing returned items at a retums center; 

wherein affixed to each package is a printed label, the label having machine readable 
data representing at least the identification of a merchant associated with the returned item; 
scanning the machine readable data on each package; 

correlating at least a portion of the machine readable data with a set of retums rules; and 
handling the package return in response to the correlating step. 

28. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 27, wherein the handling step is performed 
by notifying the merchant in accordance with one or more retums rules. 

29. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 27, wherein the handling step is performed 
by notifying a customer in accordance with one or more retums mles. 

30. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 27, wherein the handling step is performed 
by disposing of the package in accordance with one or more retums rules. 

31. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 27, further comprising the step of opening 
the package to extract the returned item, and wherein the handling step is performed by 
disposing of the item in accordance with one or more retums mles. 

32. (Withdrawn) The method of Claim 27, wherein the machine readable data 
identifies a purchase transaction. 
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33. (Previously Presented) A method, performed by a returns provider, of 
handling customer retums of items on behalf of at least one merchant, comprising the steps of: 

maintaining a plurality of regional retum centers for the processing of the return of 
items on behalf of at least one merchant; 

receiving a package containing at least one returned item at a selected one of the 
plurality of regional retums centers, the package comprising: 

a printed carrier label, the carrier label comprising a destination address 
associated with the selected regional retums center, the selected one of the regional retums 
centers selected for carrier delivery of the package because the selected one of the regional 
retxims centers is geographically closer to a location of a customer from which the package is 
received than others of the plurality of regional retums centers; and 
transaction specific machine readable data; 

scanning the machine readable data on each package; and 

correlating at least a portion of the machine readable data with a set of retums rules to 
be used in the processing of the at least one returned item. 

34. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, wherein the machine 
readable data further identifies a purchase transaction. 

35. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 34, wherein the purchase 
transaction is represented by an invoice number. 

36. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 34, wherein the purchase 
transaction is represented by a customer number, 

37. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 34, wherein the purchase 
transaction is represented by a product nximber. 

38. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, further comprising notifying 
the customer of the receipt of the package at the selected regional retums center. 
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The method of Claim 33, further comprising notifying 
one returned item of the receipt of the package at the 

40. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, further comprising providing 
tracking information to the customer. 

41. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, wherein the printed carrier 
label includes a visual flag that is human readable, the visual flag indicative of a final package 
destination other than the selected regional returns center. 

42. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, further comprising: 
determining the location of the customer associated with the package; 

determining that the selected one of the regional retums centers is geographically closer 
to the location of the customer than locations of others of the plurality of regional retums 
centers 

providing the printed carrier label to the customer. 

43. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 42, wherein determining the 
location of the customer comprises determining a postal code of the customer. 

44. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, wherein the selected regional 
retums center comprises a carrier station nearest the customer. 

45. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, wherein the selected regional 
retums center is associated with the retums provider. 

46. (Previously Presented) The method of Claim 33, wherein the machine 
readable data identifies a merchant associated with the at least one returned item, and wherein 
the set of retums rules to be used in the processing of the at least one returned item is associated 
with the merchant. 
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39. (Previously Presented) 

a merchant associated with the at least 
selected regional retums center. 
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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method for handling goods returned by customers of a 
plurality of different merchants. Merchants who have autho- 
rized return of merchandise transmit data identifying the 
customer and the merchandise to be returned to a central 
return facility for inclusion in a database. Customers of these 
merchants package the merchandise to be returned and are 
provided with a return authorization shipping label by the 
central return facility. This label includes a scannable bar 
code identifying the merchant and the customer. After the 
merchandise is received at the central returns facility, the 
scannable bar code is scanned so that the merchandise can 
be sorted by merchant, and the merchandise is then 
inspected to determine if the merchandise authorized for 
return has been received. If so, the appropriate merchant is 
advised, and the customer is electronically credited for the 
return of the merchandise. A bar code tag is attached to the 
returned merchandise that has been received to facilitate 
automated sorting on a conveyer system. The merchandise is 
thus directed to a storage bin for temporary storage along 
with other merchandise designated for the same disposition. 
When a bin is full, the merchandise contained therein is 
disposed of as designated. 
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FACILITATING RETURNS OF 
MERCHANDISE PURCHASED FROM 
OTHER SOURCES 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention generally refers to a method and system for 
handling returned merchandise, and more specifically, to a 
method and system for receiving returned merchandise and 
efiSciently processing it for appropriate disposition. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

One of the more troublesome problems that a merchant 
who sells merchandise to a customer must address is han- 
dling returns of merchandise sold to a customer. This 
problem is particularly significant for merchants who sell 
online to Internet customers, or through catalog orders, since 
such merchants typically do not have a local facility at which 
the merchandise can be physically returned by a customer. 
Yet, even for conventional "brick and mortar" businesses, 
the problems associated with handling returned merchandise 
can be a tremendous burden. An independent survey has 
determined that 30% of online retailers believe their biggest 
fulfillment challenge in the year 2001 will be accepting 
online returns. The importance of this issue should be fully 
appreciated, since 47% of those surveyed have indicated that 
they choose not to shop online because they can*t return 
items easily. Whether a shopper is returning merchandise 
purchased online, or through a catalog transaction, or from 3Q 
a conventional store, the inconvenience of the process can 
have a significant adverse effect on customer loyalty. Pro- 
viding prompt and efficient handling of returned merchan- 
dise helps to ensure the continued patronage of customers. 

Several aspects of handling returned goods cause most of 35 
the problems for merchants. A merchant must provide per- 
sonnel and facilities for processing and handling returned 
merchandise, which can add substantial overhead to the 
operation of a business. When goods are returned, they must 
be checked to determine their condition and to determine if 
the customer has actually returned the goods purchased from 
the merchant, or has omitted any portion of the goods that 
were to have been returned. These steps are essential to 
ensure that the customer is promptly credited for the cost of 
the returned goods, but is not credited if the condition and/or 
contents of the merchandise received are not in accord with 
the merchant's returned goods policies. 

Assuming that a customer returns the goods that were 
originally purchased by the customer in an acceptable 
condition, the merchant must determine how to dispose of 
the goods. This aspect of handling returned goods can be 
particularly troublesome, because most merchants are not 
properly equipped to deal with returned goods that cannot be 
simply reshelved for resale. In some cases, the condition or 
nature of the goods will preclude them from being repack- 
aged for resale. In other cases, a portion of the returned 
goods may be salvaged, but the remainder will need to be 
discarded in an acceptable manner. For other situations, a 
merchant will prefer to donate the returned goods to an 
acceptable charitable cause, thereby enjoying the benefit of 
a tax write-off for the value of the donation. Certain types of 
goods may represent an environmental hazard if improperly 
disposed of and will require special handling, in accord with 
criteria set forth for toxic or hazardous waste. Most mer- 
chants do not have the facilities or staff to assess the 
condition of returned merchandise and to carry out the steps 
that need to be taken for appropriate handling of the returned 
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goods. Accordingly, it will be evident that it would be 
preferable to provide a centralized returned merchandise 
handling agency to process returned merchandise for a 
plurality of different merchants. Such a centralized agency 
will be able to more efficiently process returned merchandise 
than could any individual merchant. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In accord with the present invention, a method is defined 
for handling returned merchandise on behalf of a plurality of 
different merchants. The method provides that merchants 
transmit data relating to merchandise that might be returned 
by customers of the merchants to a central database. The 
data identify the merchant and the merchandise purchased 
by a customer, and include contact information for the 
customer. A return label is provided to the customer for 
inclusion with the merchandise being returned and includes 
information referencing at least a portion of the data stored 
in the central database. The return label can be provided with 
the merchandise when purchased by the customer, and if so, 
can be usable without obtaining further permission to return 
the merchandise, or alternatively, is usable only after per- 
mission to return the merchandise has been requested and 
granted. As a further alternative, the return label can be sent 
to the customer for use after permission to return merchan- 
dise has been requested by the customer and granted. 

Upon receipt of merchandise that has been returned by the 
customer, at least part of the information included on the 
return label is entered into the central database to indicate 
that the merchandise has been received. The condition of the 
merchandise is then assessed. A tag is associated with the 
merchandise to indicate how the merchandise should be 
disposed, based upon the condition of the merchandise as 
received. The merchandise is thereafter automatically routed 
to a station designated for the temporary storage and sub- 
sequent disposition of the merchandise as indicated on the 
tag. 

Preferably, the return label comprises a scannable code. 
To enter at least part of the information, the return label is 
scanned. Similarly, the tag associated with the merchandise 
also preferably comprises a scannable code. The tag is thus 
readily scanned to determine the disposition of the merchan- 
dise and to facilitate automatically routing the merchandise 
to the appropriate station for its disposition. The station 
designated for the disposition comprises a storage repository 
designated to hold returned merchandise that have been 
allocated for a common disposition. 

The method also includes the step of electronically report- 
ing receipt of the merchandise that was returned to the 
merchant who transmitted the data identifying the merchan- 
dise. The report indicates the condition and the disposition 
of the merchandise to the merchant. The account of the 
customer returning merchandise is credited for the value of 
the merchandise being returned at any time specified by the 
merchant from whom the customer purchased the 
merchandise, but the customer's account is subsequently 
debited for this value if the merchandised that has been 
returned fails to meet a condition specified by the merchant. 
A report regarding the status and/or condition of the mer- 
chandise is optionally provided to the merchant at any 
desired point in the processing of the returned merchandise. 
The report is preferably electronically posted on a network 
accessible by the merchant (such as the Internet), showing 
the status and/or condition of the merchandise that has been 
returned. In this way, the merchant can track the handling of 
the returned merchandise through its final disposition. 



us 6,536,659 Bl 



The options for disposition of the merchandise include 
salvaging at least one useful component from the merchan- 
dise and discarding the remainder of the merchandise, 
refurbishing and repackaging the merchandise for resale, 
donating the merchandise to benefit a selected charity, 
discarding the merchandise in an appropriate waste disposal 
facility, and returning the merchandise to the inventory of 
the merchant. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

FIGURES 

The foregoing aspects and many of the attendant advan- 
tages of this invention will become more readily appreciated 
as the same becomes better understood by reference to the 
following detailed description, when taken in conjunction 
with the accompanying drawings, wherein: 

FIG. 1 is a flow chart illustrating the steps implemented 
in the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating the processing of 
returned merchandise that has been received at a central 
processing facility; 

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram illustrating the interaction 
between the merchants that subscribe to the central return 
merchandise processing service, their customers who are 
returning merchandise, the facilities, and several of the 
options for disposition of the merchandise; 

FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating a first option for 
providing a return authorization bar code and prepaid ship- 
ping label to a customer for use in returning merchandise; 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating a second option for 
providing a return authorization bar code and prepaid ship- 
ping label to a customer for use in returning merchandise; 
and 

FIG. 6 A and 6B are block diagrams respectively illustrat- 
ing the purchase of merchandise that includes a return bar 
code and prepaid shipping label and the control exercised in 
authorizing the return of merchandise. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

The logical steps implemented in carrying out the present 
invention are shown generally in FIG. 1. The process is 
typically initiated when, as indicated in a block 12, 
customer 10 contacts a merchant 14 to request authorization 
to return merchandise to the merchant from whom the 
merchandise was originally purchased. There are many 
reasons why a customer will want to return merchandise. For 
example, merchandise may be of an improper size or color, 
or otherwise fail to meet the requirements of the customer, 
or the merchandise may be defective, or may have been 
supplied to the customer in an incomplete form. The require- 
ments set forth by different merchants to justify granting of 
an authorization to return merchandise vary from industry to 
industry, and will often depend upon the nature of the 
merchandise. Assuming that all of the conditions for return 
of the merchandise are met, merchant 14 will authorize the 
customer to return the merchandise to the central return 
facility, in accord with the present invention. The 
NATIONAL RETURN CENTER "^"^ is such a central return 
facility that has been created by Returns Online, Inc. to 
efficiently service returned merchandise for a plurality of 
different merchants. 

In some cases, a merchant might ship merchandise that 
was dropped off by the customer, to this central return 
facility. However, it is more likely that in most cases, the 
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customer will be the party that ships the merchandise being 
returned to the return facility. As indicated in a block 16, 
before any merchandise will be accepted, merchant 14 must 
authorize the return and transmit the return data to Returns 
Online, Inc. for inclusion in its database. It will be most 
convenient to transmit the data electronically, either over the 
Internet, or via a dedicated data Une provided for each 
merchant who elects to use the central return services 
provided by Returns Online, Inc. The data transmitted to 
Returns Online, Inc. by a merchant who has authorized the 
return of merchandise will identify the customer who 
requested the return and the merchant authorizing the return, 
will indicate the address and other contact information for 
the customer, and will include a description of the merchan- 
dise that identifies all items that should be included. 

Upon receiving the data from a merchant who has autho- 
rized the return of merchandise. Returns Online, Inc. will 
generate a return authorization shipping label as indicated in 
a block 18. The shipping label will include a bar code 
identifying the merchant authorizing the return and includ- 
ing any other information that is relevant to processing the 
return of the merchandise. Included on the return authori- 
zation shipping label is the address for Returns Online, Inc. 
Other options for providing the return authorization shipping 
label are discussed below in greater detail. In addition. 
Returns Online, Inc. may include either a prepaid United 
States Postal Service Postage Permit or other private shipper 
forms that can be used by the customer returning the 
merchandise to facilitate shipment of the merchandise to 
Returns Online, Inc. These labels will be sent to each 
customer returning merchandise through conventional U.S. 
Postal Service mail or by email in an electronic form that can 
be printed by the customer, providing the appropriate print- 
able bar-coded return authorization shipping label for facili- 
tating shipment of the merchandise to Returns Online, Inc. 

Upon receiving the return authorization label, as indicated 
in a block 20, the customer will pack the merchandise to be 
returned in an appropriate container, apply the label to the 
container, and will then arrange for shipment of the mer- 
chandise to the central return facility of Returns Online, Inc. 
At the customer's option, the returned merchandise can be 
conveyed by the U.S. Postal Service using the U.S. Postal 
Service Postage Permit or by a private shipper. If using the 
U.S. Postal Service, the customer will leave the container at 
a postal drop box at the U.S. Post Office, or at the customer's 
mail box or doorstep. If a private shipper is elected, the 
shipper will likely pick up the container from the customer's 
residence or other location. 

Returned merchandise shipped through the U.S. Postal 
Service or via a private shipper is received by Returns 
Online, Inc. at its central return facility, as indicated in a 
block 22, A block 24 indicates that Returns Online, Inc. 
scans the return authorization label applied to the shipping 
container of merchandise that has been received. Based upon 
the merchant identified by the bar code on the shipping label, 
the container conveying the merchandise is sorted and 
transferred to an appropriate processor station. 

At the processor station, as indicated in a block 26, the 
contents of a shipping container are inspected and the 
processor verifies that the contents received in the container 
match the expected contents, based upon the data received 
from the merchant who authorized the return shipment. In 
addition, the processor assesses the condition of the mer- 
chandise. The processor produces a bar code tag that is 
applied to the merchandise or its container indicating the 
final disposition of the merchandise, in accord with instruc- 
tions received from the merchant and depending upon the 
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assessed condition of the returned merchandise. The dispo- 
sition indicated on the bar code tag is thus dependent upon 
the nature of the returned merchandise, the instructions from 
the merchant, and/or upon the condition of the returned 
merchandise. 5 

If the contents of the container that was received match 
the expected merchandise, the processing station sends an 
electronic transmission to merchant 14 indicating that a 
complete return of the merchandise occurred, as indicated by 
the line from block 26 back to block 14. Alternatively, the 
message may indicate that the return was incomplete or that 
the returned merchandise exhibits excessive wear or likely 
customer damage. Fraudulent returns are also detected at 
this point. The electronic message transmitted back to mer- 
chant 14 will thus indicate the condition of the returned 
merchandise. If the merchandise has been completely 
returned in an expected condition, the merchant will credit 
the customer's account for the returned merchandise, as 
indicated in a block 28, Customer 10 receives the refund, as 
indicated by the line from block 28 back to block 10. 

However, it is contemplated that refunds can alternatively 
be credited to a customer's account for returned merchan- 
dise at any time during the process designated by a mer- 
chant. For example, when a customer initially requests 
authorization to return merchandise, the customer's account ^5 
can be credited for the cost of the merchandise being 
returned or a check in the amount of the credit can be mailed 
to the customer. In the event that the merchandise is either 
not returned by the customer, or if some other condition 
established by the merchant such as the condition or com- 
pleteness of the return is not met, the customer's account 
will be debited in the amount previously credited. If the 
credit was paid to the customer, an invoice for the amount 
of the credit will be sent to the customer, or the matter will 
be otherwise handled as the merchant involved has directed. 

In a block 30, the merchandise that has been inspected at 
the processor station is then conveyed by an automatic 
conveyer, which sorts and routes the merchandise to an 
appropriate station by automatically scanning the bar code 
tag that was applied to the container or merchandise in block 
26. In accord with a block 32, the merchandise is directed to 
an appropriate temporary storage bin in which it is stored 
until it is subsequently disposed of as indicated on the bar 
code applied to the tag at the processing station. 

Several exemplary options for disposing of returned mer- 45 
chandise are indicated in blocks 34—44. Certain types of 
merchandise, by their nature, may not be completely 
reusable, but may include components that are sufficiently 
valuable to justify salvage, as indicated in a block 34. For 
example, it may be too expensive to attempt to repair a 50 
defective returned electronic product, such as an electronic 
game. However, the display screen on such a product, if still 
operative, may comprise a substantial portion of the entire 
cost of the product when it was originally manufactured. 
Accordingly, valuable components of such a product can be 55 
salvaged for further use in new products being manufac- 
tured. 

A block 36 indicates that certain goods will require 
repackaging or refurbishing, e.g., to replace a blister pack or 
other packaging destroyed when the customer originally 60 
opened the product prior to returning it. Repackaging and 
refurbishing the product will typically place the product in 
a saleable condition, assuming that it is not otherwise 
defective and has not been adversely affected by any use of 
the previous customer. 65 

For other merchandise that is returned, there may be a 
substantial tax benefit to the merchant to donate the returned 
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merchandise to a recognized charity, in accord with a block 
38. The merchant should then be able to take a tax write-off 
corresponding to the fair market value of the returned 
merchandise donated to a charitable organization. Some 
returned merchandise will have no further useful value upon 
being returned and will thus best be disposed in accord with 
accepted waste management practices, as indicated in a 
block 40. Remmed merchandise that is reusable and can be 
sold to another customer can alternatively be transmitted to 
a fulfiller/merchant, as indicated in a block 42. In some 
cases, the retailer will mark such merchandise as "returned 
goods." However, other merchandise that has been returned 
can be sold "as new." For example, software that has been 
returned can likely be resold as new. 

In other cases, the returned merchandise will be shipped 
to the original manufacturer, for possible use in manufac- 
turing new goods of a related nature. This disposition option 
is noted in a block 44. 

Further details related to the processing of returned mer- 
chandise are illustrated in FIG. 2. In this illustration, an 
exemplary container 50 is shown in which a customer has 
packed merchandise to be returned. The return of this 
merchandise has previously been authorized by a merchant, 
and having been advised of the authorization by the 
merchant. Returns Online, Inc. has provided the customer 
with a return authorization label 52 that includes the address 
for Returns Online, Inc. and a bar code that is scannable for 
identifying the merchant and merchandise being returned. 
Container 50 is then shipped via a private shipping company 
or through the U.S. Postal Service to a central return facility, 
i.e., to a loading dock 54, which receives all of the packages 
returned from customers of merchants who are clients of 
Returns Online, Inc. From the loading dock, container 50 is 
directed to a receiving station where return authorization 
label 52 is scanned using a scanner 64a, so that the data 
included in the scannable bar code can be entered within a 
database maintained on a computer 56. Scanner 64a is 
coupled to computer 56 via a lead 58. Once the receiving 
station scans a return authorization label to identify the 
merchant who authorized the return, the container is sorted 
along with other returned merchandise received, based upon 
the information from the merchant who authorized the return 
of the merchandise. The container is then transferred to a 
processor station. The processor at this station inspects 
returned merchandise 62 inside a container 60 and rescans 
the return authorization shipping label with a scanner 64b 
that is connected to computer 56 through a lead 66. The 
contents of container 50 are verified against the expected 
contents as indicated in the data stored in the database on 
computer 56. 

A bar code tag 71 indicating the disposition is applied to 
the returned merchandise or to container 60, and container 
60 and/or returned merchandise 62 is directed onto an 
automated conveyer system 70. As the merchandise is 
moved by the conveyer system, the disposition indicated on 
bar code tag 71 is scanned using a scanner 64c, which is 
coupled through a lead 63 to a computer 68. In response to 
the disposition indicated by scannable bar code tag 71, 
computer 68 controls conveyer system 70 via control signals 
conveyed by a lead 65, to direct the returned merchandise to 
an appropriate temporary storage bin selected from among 
bins 72-82. Each of these bins is allocated to hold merchan- 
dise that has been assigned to a common disposition. Once 
a bin is filled, it is shipped for disposition as indicated on the 
bar code tag provided for all of the returned merchandise 
that it contains. 

In FIG. 3, the relationship between a central return facility 
100 operated by Returns Online, Inc., the merchants that 
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make use of the facility, and the customers of those mer- 
chants is graphically illustrated. Central return facility 100 
will service the returned merchandise for a plurality of 
different merchants including a clothing store 102 having 
customers 104, a pet supplies Internet merchant 106 who 
sells pet supplies to customers 108, a computers online 
vendor 110 who sells to customers 112, a music store 114 
that sells music CDs and videos to customers 116, a drug- 
store 118 that sells to customers 120, and an electronic goods 
store 122 that sells to customers 124, It should be noted that 
the merchants used in this exemplary illustration are not in 
any way intended to limit the types of merchants that will 
use the central return facility provided in accord with the 
present invention. However, it should be noted that the 
merchants shown in this example are of both the "brick and 
mortar" type and of the "online" type that sell goods and 
services over the Internet. 

Any of the customers of these client merchants may want 
to return merchandise purchased from any of the client 
merchants, e.g., due to improper fit, defects, wrong color, 
etc. Accordingly, a plurality of containers 130, 132, 134, 
136, 138, and 140 are illustrated in association with at least 
one customer of each client merchant. The customer of a 
merchant will have contacted the merchant for authorization 
to return merchandise. In each case, the container that is 
being returned includes merchandise purchased from a client 
merchant and is sent either via the U.S. Postal Service or 
through a private carrier to central return facility 100, for 
example, to a facility operated by Returns Online. Inc. 

Processing of merchandise that have been received by the 
central return facility is as described above. It should be 
noted that the status of any of the merchandise that is 
returned to central return facility 100, once it has been 
received and its return authorization shipping label has been 
scanned, will be available online so that the merchant who 
has authorized the return can track the disposition of the 
merchandise received by central return facility 100. 

After the returned merchandise has been processed as 
described above, it is conveyed in a bin (along with other 
returned merchandise assigned the same disposition) to the 
assigned disposition. For example, returned merchandise 
that is to be donated to a charity are conveyed as indicated 
by an arrow 144, using a delivery service, to a charitable 
institution such as a church 142. Returned merchandise 
designated for disposal is shipped by a truck 146 to an 
appropriate waste disposal site. Repackaged/refurbished 
returned merchandise is shipped as indicated by an arrow 
148, prepaid to the merchant that authorized the return, such 
as electronic goods store 122, where the returned merchan- 
dise is restocked for resale. Similarly, an arrow 150 indicates 
that returned merchandise designated for salvage is shipped 
to a salvage parts reseller. 

Other dispositions discussed above are not illustrated in 
FIG. 3, since space does not permit. However, it will be 
understood that in addition to the disposition options 
indicated, other options for disposition of returned merchan- 
dise can be implemented in accord with the present inven- 
tion. 

As noted above, several alternative approaches are con- 
templated in regard to the present invention for providing 
the shipping label that is bar-coded and for facilitating return 
of merchandise. FIG. 4 illustrates a first approach in which 
the customer 200 receives purchased merchandise 204 with 
which is included a return authorization code and prepaid 
shipping label 206 from a merchant 202. In the approach 
shown in FIG. 4, merchant 202 has elected to pre-authorize 
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customers to return any purchased merchandise with which 
the customers are dissatisfied, without the need to obtain 
further authorization for the return. Thus, when a customer 
makes a purchase, the authorization to return that merchan- 

5 dise is automatically provided. If dissatisfied with purchased 
merchandise 204 for any reason, customer 200 simply 
repackages the goods, applies return authorization bar code 
and prepaid shipping label 206, and arranges for shipment of 
returned merchandise 208 to NATIONAL RETURN, 
CENTERTM 210, as described above. 

FIG. 5 illustrates a more likely approach for handling the 
authorization to return merchandise. As shown in this 
Figure, customer 200 either contacts a merchant web site 
212 over the Internet or alternatively, telephones a merchant 

j5 call center 214 and is connected with an operator. If the 
customer contacts the merchant web site, an interactive form 
will be provided that enables the customer to provide the 
same information solicited by the operator if the customer 
had instead called the merchant call center. In either case, the 

20 customer requests authorization to return merchandise pre- 
viously purchased and indicates why the merchandise 
should be returned. 

For each type of merchandise, a plurality of different 
codes will be provided, each associated with a different 

25 potential reason for returning the merchandise. For example, 
a different code will be associated with reasons such as: 
Repair/Service Merchandise, Damaged/Defective Product, 
Wrong Fit, Error in Product Supplied (e.g., wrong color, fit, 
or product). Don't Want, Didn't Match Description or 

30 Picture, Arrived too Late, etc. A return authorization engine 
216 will be provided to compare the code associated with the 
customer's reason for returning the merchandise with rules 
that have been predefined as justifying a return, exchange, or 
other resolution. Typically, these rules will be established by 

35 the merchant from whom the customer purchased the mer- 
chandise. If the coded reason for making the return satisfies 
the predefined rules, the return authorization engine will 
automatically send return authorization bar code and prepaid 
shipping label 206 to the customer. If the customer wants to 

40 make an exchange, an operator handling the communication 
with the customer at a call center (or the customer, if the 
customer has contacted the manufacturer's web site) will 
preferably be automatically routed to an order page to enable 
the customer to order replacement merchandise. 

45 The return authorization bar code and prepaid shipping 
label required for returning merchandise can either be sent 
through the mail, or can be provided as a printable attach- 
ment to an e-mail, enabling the customer to print the label. 
This e-mail may include additional messages and/or incen- 

50 live coupons. Customer 200 then applies the return autho- 
rization bar code and prepaid shipping label to a container 
222 in which the merchandise being returned is packed, and 
arranges for shipment of the merchandise to the NATIONAL 
RETURN CENTER as explained above. 

55 Yet another approach for providing the return authoriza- 
tion bar code and prepaid shipping label and authorizing the 
return of merchandise is illustrated in FIGS. 6Aand 6B. This 
approach is a combination of the preceding two approaches. 
As shown in FIG. 6A, the customer receives the return 

60 authorization bar code and prepaid shipping label with the 
purchased merchandise at the time a purchase is made. 
However, as shown in FIG, 6B, the customer is required to 
obtain authorization prior to returning, the merchandise. Just 
as discussed in coimection with FIG. 5, the customer must 

65 contact either merchant web site 212 or merchant call center 
214 to request authorization to return the merchandise. If the 
reason given by the customer satisfies the predefined rules. 
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the return authorization engine provides the authorization 
for the return of the merchandise, as indicated in a block 
222. Conversely, if the reason provided by the customer does 
not satisfy the predefined rules, the return is not authorized, 
as indicated in a block 224. Only if customer 200 has been 
authorized to make a return of the merchandise will returned 
merchandise 206 be accepted by NATIONAL RETURN 
CENTER 220. When properly authorized to make a return 
of the merchandise, the customer will apply the return 
authorization bar code and prepaid shipping label that was 
provided with the merchandise when purchased and arrange 
for shipnaent of the merchandise to the NATIONAL 
RETURN CENTER™ as previously noted above. 

Although the present invention has been described in 
connection with the preferred form of practicing it and 
modifications thereto, those of ordinary skill in the art will 
understand that many other modifications can be made to the 
present invention within the scope of the claims that follow. 
Accordingly, it is not intended that the scope of the invention 
in any way be limited by the above description, but instead 
be determined entirely by reference to the claims that follow. 

The invention in which an exclusive right is claimed is 
defined by the following: 

1. A method for handling returned merchandise on behalf 
of a plurality of different merchants, comprising the steps of: 

(a) enabling a merchant to transmit data to a central 
database identifying merchandise that might be 
returned by a customer, said data identifying the mer- 
chant and itic merchandise, and including contact infor- 
mation for the customer; 

(b) providing a return shipping label to the customer for 
use in returning the merchandise, said return label 
including information referencing at least a portion of 
the data stored in the central database; 

(c) entering at least part of the information included on the 
return shipping label into the central database upon 
receipt of merchandise returned by the customer, to 
indicate that the merchandise being returned has been 
received; 

(d) assessing a condition of the merchandise that was 
received and associating a tag with said merchandise 
indicating a disposition thereof; 

(e) automatically routing the merchandise to a station for 
implementing the disposition of the merchandise, as 
indicated by the tag; and 

(f) disposing of the merchandise, as indicated by the tag. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the return shipping 
label comprises a scannable code, and wherein the step of 
entering at least part of the information comprises the step 
of scanning the return shipping label. 

3. Tlie method of claim 1, wherein the tag associated with 
the merchandise comprises a scannable code, and wherein 
the step of automatically routing the merchandise comprises 
the step of scanning the tag to determine the disposition of 
the merchandise and thereby controlling the automatic rout- 
ing of the merchandise. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the station comprises 
a storage repository designated to hold returned merchandise 
that have all been allocated for a common disposition. 

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
electronically reporting receipt of the merchandise that was 
returned, to the merchant that transmitted the data identify- 
ing the merchandise, and indicating a condition and a 
disposition of the merchandise to said merchant. 

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
enabling the customer to selectively return the merchandise 
by one of a postal shipment and a shipping service. 
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7. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
providing a notice to the merchant indicating a status of the 
merchandise that has been returned at any step in the 
handling of the returned merchandise requested by the 

5 merchant. 

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
electronically posting a status report on a network accessible 
by the merchant, indicating the status of the merchandise 
that has been returned. 

10 9. The method of claim 1, wherein the disposition of the 
merchandise includes at least one of: 

(a) salvaging at least one useful component from the 
merchandise and discarding a remainder of the mer- 
chandise that was returned; 

(b) refurbishing and repackaging the merchandise that 
was returned for resale; 

(c) donating the merchandise that was returned to benefit 
a selected charity; 

20 (d) discarding the merchandise in an appropriate waste 
disposal facihty; 

(e) returning the merchandise to inventory for resale; and 

(f) returning the merchandise to a manufacturer of the 
merchandise. 

25 10. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step 
enabling a refund to the ciistomer returning merchandise at 
any point during the return and the handling of the returned 
merchandise, as specified by the merchant. 

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of providing 
30 the return shipping label comprises the step of sending the 

return shipping label to the customer only after return of the 
merchandise has been authorized. 

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of providing 
the return shipping label comprises the step of including the 

35 return shipping label with the merchandise when the mer- 
chandise was purchased by the customer. 

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of providing 
the return shipping label comprises the step of sending an 
email to the customer to which is attached a printable return 

40 shipping label. 

14. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of providing 
the return shipping label comprises the step of automatically 
providing the return shipping label to the customer, but only 
if predetermined conditions set by the merchant are met. 

45 15. A method for facilitating return of merchandise by 
cxistomers of a plurality of different merchants, comprising 
the steps of: 

(a) receiving electronically transmitted data regarding 
return authorizations from each merchant that were 

° provided to customers of the merchants, said data for 
each return authorization identifying a customer, the 
merchandise authorized to be returned, and a merchant 
authorizing return of the merchandise; 

(b) producing shipping labels, each shipping label includ- 
ing a scannable code referencing the data regarding a 
return authorization for return of merchandise autho- 
rized by a merchant and which includes an address to 
which the merchandise is to be shipped when being 
returned; 

(c) providing the shipping labels to the customers for 
apphcation to shipping containers in which the mer- 
chandise is to be returned; 

(d) receiving the merchandise that was returned by the 
65 customers; 

(e) scanning the shipping labels of the merchandise that 
has been received and sorting said merchandise based 
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Upon the merchant that is identified on each shipping 
label as having authorized the return of the merchan- 
dise; 

(f) assessing contents of the shipping containers to deter- 
mine a condition of the merchandise in each shipping ^ 
container, and to assign a disposition for the merchan- 
dise; 

(g) producing scannable tags that are associated with the 
merchandise, said scannable tags indicating the dispo- jq 
sition of the merchandise that was received; 

(h) automatically sorting and routing the merchandise to 
temporary storage, by scanning the tags associated with 
the merchandise to determine the disposition assigned, 

a different temporary storage being provided for each 15 
different type of disposition assigned to the merchan- 
dise; and 

(i) disposing of the merchandise temporarily stored in 
accord with the disposition assigned to the merchan- 
dise. 20 

16. The method of claim 15, wherein each different 
temporary storage comprises a bin, further comprising the 
step of transferring the bin and merchandise temporarily 
stored therein to a site that implements the disposition of the 
merchandise in accord with the disposition that was assigned 
to the merchandise temporarily stored in the bin. 

17. The method of claim 15, wherein the step of assessing 
is implemented at a plurality of processor stations; and 
wherein the step of assigning a disposition comprises the 
step of acting in accord with instructions provided by the "^^ 
merchant who originally sold the merchandise to which the 
disposition is being assigned. 

18. The method of claim 15, wherein the step of disposing 
of the merchandise comprises at least one of the steps of: 

(a) salvaging any usable components from the merchan 
dise; 

(b) repackaging the merchandise; 

(c) transferring the merchandise to a charitable organiza- 
tion; 40 

(d) depositing the merchandise at an appropriate waste 
disposal site; 

(e) restocking the merchandise for resale; and 

(f) returning the merchandise to a manufacturer of the 
merchandise. 

19. The method of claim 15, further comprising the step 
of verifying the merchandise against the data to ensure that 
the merchandise returned is complete and is merchandise for 
which return was authorized by the merchant. 

20. The method of claim 19, further comprising the step 
of notifying the merchant who authorized return of the 
merchandise, of results of the step of verifying. 

21. The method of claim 15, wherein the step of auto- 
matically sorting and routing is implemented with automati- 
cally controlled conveyors. 

22. The method of claim 15, wherein the step of providing 
the shipping labels comprises one of the steps of: 

(a) including a shipping label with the merchandise at the 
time of sale of the merchandise, authorization for the 
customer to return the merchandise if dissatisfied for 
any reason being then provided by the merchant; 

(b) including a shipping label with the merchandise at the 
time of sale of the merchandise, but requiring the 
customer to obtain authorization to return the merchan- 65 
dise before using the shipping label to return the 
merchandise; and 
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(c) sending a shipping label to a customer only after 
authorization to return the merchandise has been 
requested by the customer and has been granted. 

23. The method of claim 15, further comprising the step 
of providing to a merchant an online status of merchandise 
being returned by a customer. 

24. A method for expediting handling of merchandise 
purchased from a plurality of different merchants that is 
being returned by customers, comprising the steps of: 

(a) providing a receiving facility for accepting returned 
merchandise at a defined address; 

(b) receiving electronically transmitted data from each 
merchant who has authorized return of merchandise, 
said data identifying the merchandise authorized to be 
returned and the merchant that authorized return of the 
merchandise; 

(c) providing bar-coded shipping labels to customers for 
use when the customers have been authorized to return 
merchandise, said bar-coded shipping labels including 
the defined address and indicating the merchandise and 
the merchant authorizing the return; 

(d) receiving returned merchandise from customers and 
scanning the bar-coded labels to identify the merchan- 
dise and the merchants authorizing return of the mer- 
chandise; 

(e) sorting returned merchandise received based on the 
merchant who authorized return of said merchandise; 

(f) assessing a condition of the merchandise received and 
comparing the merchandise received to the data 
received from the merchants; 

(g) automatically assigning a disposition of the merchan- 
dise received based upon the condition of the merchan- 
dise; and 

(h) disposing of the merchandise received in accord with 
the disposition assigned. 

25. The method of claim 24, further comprising the step 
of advising the merchant whether the merchandise received 
from a customer corresponds to the merchandise authorized 
to be returned. 

26. The method of claim 24, further comprising the step 
of issuing a credit to the customer for return of the mer- 
chandise. 

27. Hie method of claim 24, wherein the step of auto- 
matically assigning the disposition of the merchandise is 
carried out in accord with instructions provided by the 
merchants, 

28. The method of claim 24, wherein the step of providing 
the bar-coded shipping labels comprises one of the follow- 
ing steps: 

(a) providing a bar-coded shipping label when the cus- 
tomer purchases merchandise, said customer being then 
authorized to return the merchandise at that time if 
dissatisfied with the merchandise; 

(b) providing a bar-coded shipping label when the cus- 
tomer purchases merchandise, said customer being 
required to request and receive authorization to return 
the merchandise before using the bar-coded shipping 
label to return the merchandise; and 

(c) providing a bar-coded shipping label to a customer 
after the customer has requested and been granted 
authorization to return the merchandise. 

29. The method of claim 24, wherein the step of providing 
the bar-coded shipping labels comprises the steps of elec- 
tronically sending a bar-coded shipping label to a customer 



us 6,5: 

13 

and enabling the customer to print the bar-coded shipping 
label. 

30. The method of claim 24, further comprising the step 
of authorizing a customer to return merchandise only if a 
condition established by the merchant from whom the 
merchandise was purchased has been met. 

31. The method of claim 24, further comprising the step 
of crediting an account of a customer who is returning 
merchandise for a value of the merchandise being returned. 
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when specified by the merchant from whom the customer 
purchased the merchandise. 

32. The method of claim 31, further comprising the step 
of debiting the account of the customer previously credited 
5 for the value of the merchandise being returned, if a con- 
dition established by the merchant for the return is subse- 
quently found not to have been met after the step of 
assessing the condition of the returned merchandise. 

^ « sfe :|c 4c 
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An electronic registration system facilitates authorized prod- 
uct returns and reduces the incidence of improper returns. A 
retailer sales associate is prompted to enter individual prod- 
uct identification information such as an individual serial 
number. This individual product identification information is 
then stored in a data base along with the date on which the 
product was sold and an appropriate UPC code, SKU 
number or manufacturer code. A check digit algorithm may 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ENABLING 
PURCHASERS OF PRODUCTS TO OBTAIN 
RETURN INFORMATION AND TO INITIATE 
PRODUCT RETURNS VIA AN ON-LINE 
NETWORK CONNECTION 
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Apr. 24, 1998 (now U.S. Pat. No. 6,085,172) (which 
is a continuation-in-part of U.S. application Ser. No. 
08/725,259 filed Oct. 2, 1996 (now U.S. Pat. No. 
6,018,719)); and 

[0005] U.S. application Ser. No. 09/362,187 filed Jul. 
28, 1999 (which is a continuation of U.S. application 
Ser. No. 08.^725,259 filed Oct. 2, 1996 and 09/314, 
023 filed May 19, 1999 (now U.S. Pal. Nos. 6,018, 

719 and 5,978,774, respectively)). 

[0006] Each of the above recited applications and patents 
are incorporated by reference herein in their entirety. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0007] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0008] The present invention relates to a computer based 
system that provides a method for real time data storage and 
retrieval for the purpose of verifying and validating sales 
transactions and product return/warranty repair eligibility. 
Additionally, the present invention relates to an electronic 
system for registering product transactions and to a method 
for efiicient handling of product return transactions. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to an electronic 
registration system which facilitates compliance with return 
policies and is useful in reducing improper or fraudulent 
product returns under warranty. In addition, the instant 
invention provides a system which enables purchasers of 
products, from retailers, e-tailers and the like, to access 
product return information through a network, such as the 
Internet, for the purpose of obtaining information on the 
return/repair of a purchased product and/or initiating a 
product return process via the network. 

[0009] 2. Related Art 

[0010] Product returns are a market reality faced by vir- 
tually every manufacturer, distributor, supplier, retailer and 
e-tailer (on-line retailer or "cyberstore") of commercial 
products. Unfortunately, handling product returns often 
requires a significant expenditure of resources. For example, 
it may be necessary to employ one or more individuals to 
verify that product returns satisfy the requirements of a 



company's return policy. This process can be complicated 
due to the fact that a particular retailer often carries numer- 
ous different type of products from different manufacturers, 
each of which often has their own return and warranty 
policies and procedures. As a result, the personnel respon- 
sible for processing the product return transactions at, for 
example, a retail store, must know or manually look-up the 
applicable return policies and procedures for the particular 
product that a person is attempting to return. This is a 
difficult, time-consuming, and error-prone process that often 
results in improper acceptance or rejection of product 
returiis and/or warranty claims at the retail level. The 
problems associated with product returns have been com- 
pounded in recent years due to the large number a products 
that are purchased from Web sites on the Internet, i.e. from 
electronic retailers or e-tailers. A significant portion of the 
products purchased from e-tailers are returned by the pur- 
chaser. It is noted that the term *'retailer" as used herein is 
generally meant to include e-tailers, which have now 
become a major supplier of products to consumers. 

[0011] Once a product is accepted for return by the retailer, 
the retailer then typically returns the product to the manu- 
facturer for credit. However, when the retail store accepts a 
product return that does not comply with the manufacturer's 
return policy, problems result between the retailer and the 
manufacturer because the manufacturer will refuse or be 
reluctant to accept the returned product from the retailer. 
Moreover, significant time and expense is wasted when a 
retailer improperly accepts products for return that do not 
comply with the manufacturer's return policy. Often times 
the improperly returned products are shipped to the manu- 
facturer and then are simply returned to the retailer after 
being rejected for return by the manufacturer. This results in 
significant wasted shipping charges and employee time in 
attempting to resolve such matters. This situation can also 
result in significant tension between the retailer and the 
manufacturer. In other words, when returns are not properly 
handled at the retail level, numerous problems result for the 
retailer and the manufacturer, 

[0012] Alternatively, a company might choose to avoid the 
increased overhead associated with additional employees 
and be somewhat less diligent about verifying compliance 
with the return policy prior to accepting a return. However, 
this alternative can increase costs due to the higher number 
of improper or fraudulent product returns. Either way, 
additional costs must either by bome by the company or 
passed along to the consumer. 

[0013] In addition to the costs associated with verifying 
compliance with a return policy, even proper product returns 
incur additional administrative costs. Examples of such 
costs include shipping and handling of the returned product, 
repackaging and redistribution of the returned product (if 
appropriate), disposal of certain returned products, and the 
Hke. These costs must also be bome either by the company 
or by the consumer in the form of higher prices. 

[0014] It is, of course, desirable to minimize costs asso- 
ciated with product returns to permit reduced prices to the 
ciLStomer and/or provide improved operating margins for the 
manufacturer and/or the retailer. There are two major areas 
in which savings may be realized: (1) reducing the number 
of improper or fraudulent returns; and (2) improving effi- 
ciency and reducing overhead in handling proper returns. 
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[0015] Manufacturers, retailers, e-tailers and other ven- 
dors of consumer products often have a standard or default 
return policy. For example, a retailer return policy might 
allow a consumer to return a purchased product for any 
reason within a certain number of days (e.g., 10 days) after 
purchase- Additionally, a manufacturer's warranty may per- 
mit return of defective products within a particular time 
period (e.g., 90 days) after purchase, and provide for repairs 
of defective products within a different time period (e.g., 180 
days). Repairs of products after that date would be the 
responsibiUty of the consumer. Such return policies are 
intended to ensure consumer satisfaction while protecting 
the manufacturer and/or the retailer from improper returns. 
As a result, a delicate balance must be maintained between 
protection of the retailer or manufacturer and consumer 
satisfaction. 

[0016] Unfortunately, it is often difiBcult to monitor prod- 
uct returns to ensure proper compliance with a return policy. 
For example, a consumer who received a product as a gift 
usually will not have a sales receipt. In such a situation, an 
uninformed decision must often be made to accept the return 
or not. If the return is not accepted, the consumer might 
unfairly be denied a proper return, and the retailer and the 
manufacturer risk suffering a loss of goodwill. On the other 
hand, if the return is accepted, the retailer and/or the 
manufacturer will incur expenses or losses which might be 
unwarranted. Some retailers seek to minimize the effect of 
possible improper returns by limiting a consumer to store 
credit (rather than a refund) or exchanges on items returned 
without a receipt. This alternative, however, may be unac- 
ceptable to a consumer and does not completely eliminate 
the retailers' exposure to improper returns. 

[0017] Difficulties associated with returns made without a 
receipt stem primarily from the inability of the retailer to 
obtain purchase information (such as sales date, place of 
purchase, etc.) concerning the individual item for which a 
return is sought. Without such information, it is usually 
impossible for the retailer to determine whether the return is 
in compliance with the return poKcy. 

[0018] In addition to the foregoing, fraudulent returns can 
cost product retailers and manufacturers significant sums of 
money. As an example, upon release of the Super Nintendo 
Entertainment System (Super NES), Nintendo experienced a 
high volume of returns of basic NES hardware. When the 
returned products were evaluated, it was discovered that a 
high percentage of the products were not defective and, in 
fact, were several years old. Thus, customers were abusing 
the retailer's return policy to exchange old products and 
upgrade to the new system. Such abuses increase costs to the 
retailers and manufacturers. These costs are often passed on 
to purchasers without any attendant benefit to legitimate 
consumers. 

[0019] While companies generally try to prevent fraudu- 
lent returns, the personnel responsible for processing such 
returns do not have the suitable resources and/or information 
needed to assure that only proper returns are accepted. This 
problem is compounded when the consumer does not have 
a receipt because it has been lost or because the product was 
received as a gift from another person. While many of these 
situations represent legitimate retum requests, a significant 
percentage of such return requests are fraudulently made by 
consumers. Unscrupulous consumers have in recent years 



become increasingly creative in their attempts to return 
merchandise which does not in fact qualify for retum under 
the purchase agreement. For example, a customer may 
purchase a product at a reduced price at one store and then 
attempt to return the product to another store for a profit. 
Customers have also been known to purchase a new product 
and then return an older or defective product (which no 
longer qualifies for return or warranty repair) in the new 
product packaging, thereby obtaining the new product at no 
cost. Under current practice, retailers are at a significant 
disadvantage in connection with product return requests, 
because they typically do not know whether a product has 
been purchased from their store or another store, or even 
how much was originally paid for the product even if the 
product was purchased at its store. Retum audits have shown 
that a significant number of consumers use this disadvantage 
to their personal benefit and at the cost of the retailer and 
manufacturer. 

[0020] The problems associated with product returns are 
compounded when the product has been purchased on-line 
from an e-tailer. In this situation, the e-tailer must make 
decisions about the acceptance or rejection of a retum and 
request little information about the specific product sought 
to be returned or the particular individual attempting to 
return the product. The handling of product returns for 
on-line purchasers can be quite time consuming and costly. 
Moreover, due to inadequate control mechanisms, many 
improper returns are accepted by e-tailers. In addition, there 
are high costs associated with handling proper and improper 
product returns originating from on-line purchasers. 

[0021] In the past several years, retailers and the industry 
have shown renewed interest in curbing the volume of 
unwarranted and fraudulent product returns. This interest is 
largely due to diminishing profit margins and the competi- 
tive nature of the retailing business. Because of thin profit 
margins, retailers and manufacturers can no longer absorb 
the cost of unjustified product returns. Unless product 
returns are significantly reduced, retailers and/or manufac- 
turers will have little choice but to pass these costs on to the 
consumer in the form of price increases. 

[0022] Prompt and efBcient handling of returns and proper 
enforcement of return policies helps to keep down costs 
while maintaining consumer confidence and satisfaction. 
However, efforts to speed handling or improve enforcement 
lose their value if the expense of those efforts outweighs the 
accompanying benefit. Accordingly, such efforts must be 
efficient to benefit the manufacturers, retailer, e-tailer and 
the consumer, 

[0023] Another problem confronted by retailers stems 
from the fact that different manufacturers may have different 
return policies. For example, one manufacturer may require 
returns to take place within 90 days of the original purchase, 
whereas others may permit returns up to 120 days or 180 
days after the original purchase. Similarly, some manufac- 
turers may have strict limitations on product returns without 
original packaging or returns of products wherein relatively 
minor parts (e.g., instruction manuals, connecting cables, 
etc.) are missing. Because of the variety of manufacturer 
return policies, it is often diflicult for a retailer to ensure 
proper compliance. As a practical matter, it may be 
extremely diflScult or even impossible to educate the retailer 
or e-tailer staff with regard to each return policy. ITiis 
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problem is compounded by the fact that manufacturers 
and/or retailers may have returns policies that vary between 
products. Moreover, a retailer often carries products for 
many different manufacturers. Manufacturers or retailers 
may also have special return or warranty policies for prod- 
ucts which are sold at reduced prices, for example. Some 
manufacturers may also only allow returns that are within a 
specified period of time starting from the date of shipment 
to the retailer, rather than from the date the product is 
purchased by a consumer. In fact, in today's market it is not 
uncommon for a single manufacturer or retailer to have 
numerous different return and/or warranty policies that 
apply depending on the particular product and the particular 
conditions under which the product was purchased. 

[0024] Thus, retailers and e-tailers may be placed in a 
position where improper returns are inadvertently accepted 
or where proper returns are rejected. Accepting improper 
returns increases costs which must either be absorbed or 
passed on to customers in the form of higher prices or 
restocking fees, for example. Of course, rejecting proper 
returns may damage goodwill between the vendor and the 
customer. 

[0025] There are also costs in terms of time, expense and 
inconvenience which are incurred by the purchaser or con- 
sumer in connection with product returns. For example, 
consumers often must take the product back to a retail 
location to return the product and obtain credit therefore. 
However, in many instances the consumer does not even 
know if the product will be accepted for retum prior to 
taking the product back to the store. As a result, consumers 
often waste significant time and expense in returning a 
product to a store simply to find out that the store will not 
accept the product for return as a result of, for example, the 
applicable warranty period having expired. Such situations 
also cause significant inconvenience and annoyance for the 
consumer and the retailer which can harm the reputation of 
the retailer in the eyes of its potential customers. 

[0026] Accordingly, there is a need for a system which 
facilitates authorized product returns for a number of dif- 
ferent manufacturers and/or products while also reducing the 
incidence of unauthorized returns. Additionally, there is a 
need for a product purchase registration system which 
minimizes costs associated with returns, improves retailer 
and e-tailer efficiency in handling product returns, increases 
overall customer satisfaction, and provides retailers and 
consumers with immediate access to purchase data infor- 
mation for products of various manufacturers. Further, there 
is a need to simplify and streamline the return process for 
consumers, retailers, e-tailers and manufacturers, as well as 
any third party service provider associated therewith. 

[0027] It is a primary object of the present invention to 
satisfy these needs. A further object of the present invention 
is to enable retailers to more efficiently and effectively 
enforce applicable product return/warranty policies, even in 
situations in which the person seeking the return no longer 
has the sales receipt. Another object of the invention to 
reduce fraudulent product returns, and to protect the retailer 
and manufacturer from the cost and inconvenience associ- 
ated therewith. A further object of the invention is to provide 
a method and system available at the return location, such as 
a retail store check-out counter or customer service counter, 
which is operable to quickly and accurately verify whether 



the particular product sought to be returned does or does not 
qualify for return under the applicable return criteria for that 
particular product, prior to accepting the product for retum. 
Another object of the invention is to provide the customer 
with useful information regarding the product even if the 
product does not qualify for return, thereby improving 
customer satisfaction even when returns are not accepted. 
Yet another object of the invention is to reduce the need to 
return products by providing technical information regard- 
ing set-up or operation of the product to the consumer for the 
purpose of solving a problem the consumer is having with 
the product, thereby reducing the need to retum products. 
Still another object of the invention is to provide the store 
personnel with information on the particular product being 
returned, which information enables verification of whether 
or not the product being returned includes all of the original 
parts or components prior to accepting the product for 
return. Yet another object of the invention is to provide a 
system which enables the consumer to directly access prod- 
uct purchase and return information for products they have 
purchavsed and to electronically initiate the return process 
from a convenient location, such as their home, via an 
on-line network connection. 

SUMMARY OF TtlE INVENTION 

[0028] The present invention achieves these and other 
objects by providing an electronic registration and verifica- 
tion system which uses individual product identification 
information for purchased products, gathered, for example, 
at the point of a sales transaction or during the fulfillment of 
an on-line purchase from an e-tailer, and storing the infor- 
mation in one or more transaction databases. In an example 
embodiment of the present invention, individual product 
identification information (such as a unique serial number) 
is stored in a local transaction database along with additional 
information including at least the date of the transaction. A 
transaction receipt such as a customer sales receipt may be 
created and includes at least the unique product identifica- 
tion information and the date of the transaction. Addition- 
ally, the individual product identification information and 
the transaction date may be communicated to a separate 
location for inclusion in a general transaction database. The 
local transaction database may include, for example, sales 
made by a particular store or sales made by several affiliated 
stores and is not necessarily co-located with the point of sale 
or the e-tailer. 'JTie local transaction database may also 
organize the data by individual manufacturer for ease of 
access. 

[0029] The instant invention enables a store clerk or the 
like to obtain real-time electronic verification of a particular 
product sale transaction as weU as the currently available 
return/warranty options for a particular product presented 
for return. 

[0030] In accordance with an important aspect of the 
invention, the invention also enables the consumer or the 
purchaser of the product to access the stored information, via 
a Web site or the like, to obtain information about a retum 
of the product and/or to initiate a retum procedure. The 
initiation of the return procedure may include, for example, 
providing the consumer with a return authorization and 
return instructions upon request and upon verifying that the 
return meets the applicable retum criteria. The consumer can 
then use the retum authorization (RA) and the return instruc- 
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tions to send the product back to the appropriate location 
(which may be, for example, the retailer, e-tailer, manufac- 
turer or third party service provider). If the product does not 
qualify for return, the invention enables the consumer to 
obtain other useful information regarding the product via the 
Web site, such as operating or hook-up instructions for the 
product, as well as information on locations for warranty or 
non- warranty service for the product. In other words, the 
invention enables the consumer to directly access the trans- 
action information and determine if the product qualifies for 
return simply by accessing a Web site or other similar 
on-line service, or by using an automated 800 (toll-free) 
telephone number or the like. In addition, if the product 
qualifies for return, the consumer is automatically provided 
with a pre-retum authorization and instructions for complet- 
ing the return process. This enables the consumer to return 
the product with little or no front-end involvement by the 
retailer, e-tailer or manufacturer. 

[0031] Prior to obtaining individual product identification 
information, the electronic registration system may identify 
the type of product by evaluating, for example, the product 
SKU number derived from a universal product code (UPC). 
In this example, the individual product identification infor- 
mation is obtained only if the product is of a type for which 
electronic registration is desired. If the product is not of a 
type where electronic registration is desired, the product is 
not registered (i.e. a non-serialized purchase). In this ca.se, 
the instant invention can still be used to help automate and 
streamline the return process for such non-seriahzed items. 
I'br example, the system may provide the consumer with 
information on return or repair of the non-serialized product 
via the same Web site used to handle consumer returns for 
serialized products (i.e. products that have been registered 
using the serial number or other unique identifier). 

[0032] The transaction information including the indi- 
vidual product identification information and the transaction 
date may be communicated for use in a general database in 
a number of difterent ways. For instance, an electronic link 
to the location of the general database may be established or 
information may be recorded and physically transferred to 
that location. The communications may occur periodically, 
on an item-by-item basis, or otherwise. 

[0033] In a physical retail store environment, when a 
customer returns a product with a receipt to the retail 
location, a retailer may look at the serial number on the 
receipt and compare it to the returned product. If the serial 
numbers match and if all other return conditions for the 
particular product are met, the return may be accepted. 
When a customer returns a product with no receipt, or a 
receipt that does not have a correct serial number, the retailer 
may search the local database for sale information concern- 
ing the specific item being returned. If no sale information 
is located (for instance if another retailer sold the product), 
the general database may be accessed and searched for sales 
information, and the return handled accordingly. Addition- 
ally, if the retail clerk is unfamiliar with the applicable return 
policy, the clerk may submit the product for return approval 
to obtain the necessary information on the product and make 
an appropriate determination as to whether the return should 
be accepted. If the product does not qualify for return, the 
invention enables the sales clerk to provide other useful 
information or assistance to the person seeking the return, 
such as operating or hook-up instructions for the product, as 



well as information on locations for warranty or non- 
warranty service for the product. 

[0034] In accordance with yet another aspect of the 
present invention, a computer system at a product return 
center location obtains identifying information for a product 
which is to be returned from a retailer to a manufacturer. In 
the disclosed example implementation, this identifying 
information is then submitted to a remote return approval 
computer system through the internet or the like. The return 
approval computer system may then utiHze the identifying 
information to determine whetiier the returned product sat- 
isfies applicable return criteria. If so, the product is pre- 
approved for return. The product return location preferably 
obtains identifying information for a plurality of returned 
products at a time. In response to the product identifying 
information submitted by the product return location, the 
return approval location may provide a list of approved 
returns and unapproved returns, along with a return autho- 
rization number for a batch of approved returns. The product 
return location may then assemble the approved product 
returns and ship the batch to the return approval location 
(such as the manufacturer). Shipping costs can be saved by 
omitting rejected product returns from the shipment. The 
return approval location can handle the approved product 
returns from the regional return center as a batch, thereby 
reducing costs. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THEE DRAWINGS 

[0035] Other objects, features, advantages and character- 
istics of the present invention will become apparent from the 
following detailed description of exemplary embodiments, 
when read in view of the accompanying drawings, in which: 

[0036] FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
example of an overall electronic registration system which 
may be used in connection with one aspect of the present 
invention; 

[0037] FIG. 2 is an example flowchart illustrating a series 
of exemplary steps that may be performed at a point of sale 
for registering a product transaction; 

[0038] FIG. 3 illustrates an example transaction receipt 
which reflects a unique product serial number and a trans- 
action date; 

[0039] FIG. 4 illustrates an example flow chart for an 
electronic data interface between a product retailer and a 
registration center during electronic product registration; 

[0040] FIGS. 5A and 5B illustrate an example flow chart 
generally illustrating steps which may be taken in connec- 
tion with product registration and return; 

[0041] FIG. 6 illustrates an example of a procedure at a 
retailer for determining whether a product return is properly 
under warranty; 

[0042] FIG. 7 schematically illustrates a typical arrange- 
ment which may be utilized in handhng product returns; 

[0043] FIG. 8 is a schematic diagram illustrating compo- 
nents which may be used in connection with a preferred 
example implementation of one aspect of the present inven- 
tion; 

[0044] FIG. 9 is a data flow diagram illustrating operation 
of the system of FIG. 8; 
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[0045] FIGS. lOA through lOH iUustrate various user 
interface screen displays which may be used in connection 
with an example implementation of one aspect of the present 
invention; 

[0046] FIG. 11 is a plan view of a pallet on which a 
plurality of returned goods is stacked for return to a manu- 
facturer, including a batch return authorization label which 
may be placed on the pallet; 

[0047] FIG. IIA further illustrates the batch return autho- 
rization label of FIG. 11; 

[0048] FIGS. 12, 12A and 12B are schematic diagrams 
illustrating the operation of a general registration/return 
system in accordance with one aspect of the present inven- 
tion; 

[0049] FIG. 13 is a schematic diagram further illustrating 
the operation of the system of FIG. 12; 

[0050] FIG. 14 is an application overview illustrating 
various components and functions of a preferred implemen- 
tation of the central registration computer system; 

[0051] FIG. 15 is a flow chart illustrating steps that may 
be taken to ensure customer protection and verification 
during submission of additional product registration infor- 
mation as part of a consumer post -sale product registration; 

[0052] FIGS. 16A through 16G are example user inter- 
face screen displays which may be used during a customer 
service request for return/warranty information; 

[0053] FIGS. 17A through 17H are example user inter- 
face screen displays which may be used during a customer 
service request for operating instructions or hook-up infor- 
mation for a product; 

[0054] FIGS. 18A through 18F are example user inter- 
face screen displays which may be used during a customer 
service request for vendor/product information; 

[0055] FIG. 19 is an overview of the main components of 
the Web site embodiment of the invention, wherein the 
customer accesses the transaction information and obtains a 

return authorization; 

[0056] FIG. 20 shows an exemplary initial screen on the 
Web site of FIG. 19, wherein the customer indicates whether 
the product sought to be relumed is serialized or non- 
serialized; and 

[0057] FIGS. 21-35 shows additional exemplary screens 
of the Web site of FIG. 19. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0058] The present invention is described in the context of 
particular exemplary embodiments. However, it will be 
recognized by those of ordinary skill that modification, 
extensions and changes to the disclosed exemplary embodi- 
ments may be made without departing from the true scope 
and spirit of the instant invention. In short, the following 
descriptions are provided by way of example only, and the 
present invention is not limited to the particular preferred 
embodiments disclosed herein. 

[0059] An example of one type of electronic product 
registration system that is preferably used in connection with 



the instant invention is illustrated in FIG. 1. This exemplary 
electronic registration system is the subject of the two 
commonly owned patents identified above (U.S. Pat. Nos. 
6,018,719 and 5,978,774). Briefly, this example system 
includes a point of sale register 2 and an associated bar code 
scanner 4. The register 2 is preferably connected with a local 
computer system 6 in any suitable manner. For example, the 
register 2 may be "hard-wired" to the local computer system 
6. Alternatively, the register 2 and the local computer system 
6 may communicate, for example, through modems and 
telephone lines, or over radio communication channels. Any 
suitable communication channel may be used. 
[0060] In certain situations (e.g., single store retailers), it 
may be advantageous to have the local computer system 6 
located in proximity to the register 2. For large chain stores, 
however, it may be advantageous to situate the local retailer 
computer 6 at a central location with links to the registers 2 
at individual stores. The particular arrangement will depend 
on the preferences and circumstances of the specific retailer 
and may vary in accordance therewith. 

[0061] The local retailer computer system includes an 
associated local database 8 for storing registration informa- 
tion. Additionally, a local printer 10 and an operator terminal 
11 may be provided. The operator terminal may be used, for 
example, by a store clerk upon return of merchandise to 
locate pertinent sales information in the local database 8. 
The printer 10 may be used to produce hard copies of, for 
example, end-of-day sales reports and/or the like. 
[0062] In the exemplary embodiment, a communication 
channel 12 is provided between the retailer computer system 
6 and a central computer system 14. The central registration 
computer system may, for example, be an independent 
registration center computer system which electronically 
registers product transactions for a number of difCerent 
retailers. In other words, the central computer system may 
be operated by a third-party service provider. 
[0063] It is noted that the term "communication channel" 
or "channel" is used herein in its broadest sense, and 
includes any suitable technique for passing electronic infor- 
mation between systems. Such suitable techniques include, 
for example, electronic Hnks via modem, radio links, or even 
communications established by physically transporting a 
recording medium, such as a magnetic disk, magnetic tape 
or optical disk, from one system to the other. In the preferred 
arrangement, an electronic link may be established by 
modem over available commercial telephone lines. 
[0064] A general registration database 16 is associated 
with the central registration computer system 14 for storing 
transaction information from a plurality of retailer computer 
systems 6. Additionally, a printer 18 and an operator termi- 
nal 20 may be included with the central registration com- 
puter system 14. As discussed below in greater detail, the 
central registration computer system may maintain a number 
of data files pertaining to individual retailers, c-tailers, 
manufacturers and the like. These data files include infor- 
mation applicable to the particular individual retailer, 
e-tailer, distributor, manufacturer or the like and are prefer- 
ably maintained by that particular individual or entity. For 
example, a data tile may contain specific return/warranty 
policy information applicable to that particular individual or 
entity. 

[0065] It should be appreciated that the central computer 
system 14 is preferably intended to handle product registra- 
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tions for a number of different manufacturers and/or other 
vendors. Accordingly, the general registration database may 
employ a structure wherein the product registrations for each 
participating vendor is maintained in separate areas. Alter- 
natively, separate databases may be employed for each 
participating vendor. Of course, other data structures may be 
employed so long as the registration center is able to 
properly keep track of the product transaction information. 

[0066] As illustrated in FIG. 1, the central registration 
computer system 14 may have a number of additional 
communications links 12', 12", etc. for receiving informa- 
tion from other local computer systems. Thus, for example, 
a registration center may receive information from a number 
of different retailers. Additionally, the local computer system 
6 may include a number of additional communication chan- 
nels 13, 13', 13", etc. for connecting with other central 
computer systems. Accordingly, an individual retailer can 
electronically register products with a number of different 
registration databases, if desired. Furthermore, a number of 
communication channels 15, 15', 15", etc. can be provided 
for communications between the central registration com- 
puter system 14 and individual manufacturer computer 
systems and computer systems of third party service pro- 
viders, law enforcement agencies and/or the like. Of course, 
a general access channel such as an internet connection may 
also be made available for authorized access to the central 
computer system 14. 

[0067] For convenience, the multiple communication 
channels in FIG. 1 are illustrated with separate lines. It 
should be noted, however, that separate lines are not nec- 
essary. For example, the local computer system 6 more 
likely would have a single communications line, and con- 
nection with the particular central computer system 14 
would be made through a modem by dialing the appropriate 
telephone number or through an internet connection. 

[0068] In the e-tailer environment, the information on the 
product and transaction (e.g. serial number) may be col- 
lected at any suitable point during fulfillment of the on-line 
purchase, and the transaction information may be commu- 
nicated to a local and/or central database by any suitable 
method, such as by an internet connection to the database. 

[0069] An example of the operation of the system illus- 
trated in FIG. 1 is now described in connection with FIGS. 
2-6. Referring now to FIG. 2, the electronic registration 
process begins, in this exemplary physical retailer embodi- 
ment, when a customer brings merchandise to the register 2 
for check-out. The sales clerk enters the SKU number which 
identifies the type of product involved in the transaction 
(e.g.. Super Nintendo Entertainment System, Nintendo 
Game Boy, Nintendo N64, etc.) by, for example, scanning a 
UPC product code included on the product packaging (block 
100). Of course, key entry or another technique for entering 
the SKU number, such as reading of an RF-ID tag on the 
product, may be used. 

[0070] Electronic registration might not be necessary or 
desired for a substantial number of small commodity prod- 
ucts (e.g., batteries, candy, diapers, etc.) that are commonly 
sold by retailers. Accordingly, a check may be made, based 
on the type of product as identified by the UPC code, to 
determine whether this is a product for which electronic 
registration is desired (block 102). If so, the store associate 
is prompted to enter the serial number of the individual item 
(block 104). 



[0071] The serial number may be entered (block 106), for 
example, by scanning a serial number printed on the pack- 
aging. Alternatively, the serial number as it appears on the 
product may be scanned through a window in the packaging. 
This alternative ensures that the individual product is iden- 
tified even if it is mispackaged. Also, repackaging of 
returned merchandise would be simplified. Other tech- 
niques, such as key entry or RF-ID tag reading, may also be 
used. Because the serial number is unique to each individual 
product, it acts as individual production identification infor- 
mation. 

[0072] Once the serial number is entered, a check may be 
made to ensure that the serial number is valid (block 108). 
If not, control returns to block 104, and the store associate 
is again prompted to enter the serial number. This is repeated 
until a valid serial number is obtained. It may be desirable 
to provide store managers with the ability to override the 
requirement to enter a serial number in a limited number of 
situations. If such an ability is given, however, the overrides 
should be monitored to ensure the abiHty is not abused. This 
may be done, for example, by generating a periodic report 
listing all overrides by individual managers. 

[0073] Several different techniques may be used to evalu- 
ate and verify the validity of the serial number. Of course, to 
safeguard against fraud, individual manufacturers will likely 
each use its own confidential technique for verifying the 
validity of the serial number. Accordingly, the retailer sys- 
tem preferably includes the ability to select and apply an 
appropriate verification technique in accordance with the 
particular manufacturer, product line, or the like. In one 
preferred technique, a check digit is added to the serial 
number. Such a check digit technique may utilize a prede- 
termined mathematical operation which is performed on the 
digits of the serial number. If the result of the predetermined 
mathematical operation is equal to the check digit, the 
validity of the serial number is verified. An example of a 
preferred check digit technique that can be used in connec- 
tion with the instant invention is provided in the above- 
referenced PCT appHcation 

[0074] This feature of the instant invention provides an 
advantageous method of enabling participating manufactur- 
ers to assign a serial number mask for each UPC, while also 
enabling the serial numbers used to be easily captured 
during a product transaction for input to an electronic 
registration system (ERS) or the like. The POS system 
would then have access to information which would enable 
it to know what mask to use for each UPC, thereby enabling 
the correct serial number to be obtained and verified during 
the product purchase transaction, whether originating from 
retailers or e-tailers. 

[0075] In accordance with another aspect of the invention, 
the mask may be defined in a manner which enables the 
system (ERS system, POS system, or other related system) 
to determine if the mask is a packaging mask or a product 
mask. A packaging mask is defined as a mask for serial 
numbers used only on packaging for products, while a 
product mask is defined as a mask for serial numbers used 
only on actual products. One example embodiment of this 
feature of the invention is to define certain elements (such as 
certain constants) in the mask to be used only with serial 
numbers on product packaging, and to define different 
constants for use only with serial numbers on actual prod- 
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ucts. In this manner, the POS or ERS system could deter- 
mine upon reading the serial number whether the actual 
product or only the product packaging has been scanned or 
otherwise obtained. 

[0076] One benefit of this optional feature of the inven- 
tion, is that fraudulent returns can be minimized or pre- 
vented. More particularly, by using this technique the 
fraudulent return situation can be avoided where a person 
purchases a new product with new packaging and then 
returns the new packaging with an old or different product 
therein for credit or refund. The invention reduces this type 
of fraud by requiring that an actual product be scanned, 
rather than only the packaging returned with the product. In 
other words the POS or ERS system could be programmed 
to recognize during a product return transaction whether 
only the packaging serial number has been scanned, and 
prevent acceptance of the return until the actual product is 
scanned, thereby assuring that the actual product, not just the 
packaging, qualifies for return. 

[0077] Once the serial number is verified (block 108), a 
local database may be updated with the serial number 
information and any other necessary or desired information 
(block 110). At minimum, however, the local database 
should include an indication of the date on which the 
transaction took place. Other information might include the 
price paid, the store associate responsible for the sale, and 
the like. 

[0078] The serial number of the individual product is 
printed (block 112) as part of a written customer transaction 
receipt when in the retailer environment. As shown in the 
sample sales receipt 30 of FIG. 3, the serial number may be 
printed adjacent the description and SKU number of the 
registered product. Thus, it will be a simple matter to 
correlate serial numbers with associated products, particu- 
larly when several registered products appear on a single 
customer sales receipt. Of course, additional information 
may be printed as well. 

[0079] The date of the transaction will typically be printed 
at either the beginning or the end of the sales receipt, but 
may appear anywhere on the receipt. In the example opera- 
tion illustrated in FIG. 2 and the sample sales receipt of 
FIG. 3, the date is printed at the end of the sales receipt 30 
(block 116). For ease of viewing, the serial number and date 
on the sample receipt 30 are indicated by boxes. If desired, 
an actual printed receipt may also have such information 
highlighted, for example, by a different color ink. 

[0080] Turning back to the example operation illustrated 
in FIG. 2, after the serial number is printed, a check is made 
to determine whether sales are complete (block 114). Ordi- 
narily, this will be based on the store associate hitting a 
TOTAL button on the cash register. If sales are not complete, 
control returns to block 100 for entry of a SKU number for 
the next product. Otherwise, sales totals are calculated and 
printed on the receipt along with the current date (block 
116). Thereafter, the central registration computer system 14 
is contacted and the general registration database 16 is 
updated. 

[0081] It should be emphasized that the operation illus- 
trated in FIG. 2 is merely exemplary, and that the steps need 
not be performed in the particular order shown. For 
example, aU print operations and database updates can take 



place after sales are completed. Additionally, it is not nec- 
essary to update the databases on an item-by-ilem basis. 
Indeed, efficiency and speed in updating the general data- 
base may be increased by batching transactions in groups of, 
for example, fifteen transactions. 

[0082] An example technique for interfacing the local 
computer system 6 to the central registration computer 
system 14 is illustrated in FIG. 4. Product serial numbers are 
scanned or keyed in by a store associate (block 200) and 
stored with associated information in the local database 
(block 202) using an operation such as discussed in con- 
nection with FIG. 2. Thereafter, the local computer system 
6 extracts the serial niunber information from the database 
(block 204) and batches the information in blocks of fifteen 
(block 206). The information may also be batched by 
manufacturer in the local computer system 6. ITie operations 
represented by blocks 204 and 206 are preferably performed 
periodically, for example, daily. 

[0083] Once the serial number information is properly 
batched (block 206), the local computer system 6, in this 
case a retailer system, dials the general registration computer 
system 14, to make an electronic link to an electronic 
mailbox set up for that particular retailer (block 208). A 
separate electronic mailbox may be .set up for each regis- 
tration center account. The connection is tested (block 210) 
and, if the connection is not properly established, the retailer 
computer system 6 redials (block 212) until a proper con- 
nection is established. At that point, data is transmitted 
(block 214) to the electronic mailbox. Batching the infor- 
mation increases transmission speed and, therefore, reduces 
data transmission times. 

[0084] Data communications between the retailer or 
e-tailer system and the registration center system may use a 
conventional communications format. For example, the 
computer systems may be equipped with an EDI Translator 
capable of using the Standard 140 file format established by 
the EI A. The Standard 140 file format is specifically 
designed to extract product registration information, A typi- 
cal transmission would begin with a Transaction vSct Header 
to indicate the start of a transaction and to assign a control 
number. This would be followed by a Beginning Segment 
for Product Registration which indicates the beginning of a 
product registration transaction set and transmits identifying 
numbers, dates and times. The identifying numbers may 
include a Purpose Code to identify the type of registration 
(e.g., original sale or return to stock) and a Reference 
Number assigned by the user for the particular transaction. 
Next, a Name segment is transmitted to identify the user by 
type of organization, name and identifier code. The identifier 
code may indicate an organizational entity, a physical loca- 
tion, or an individual. 

[0085] If desired, additional identifying segments such as 
an Address Information segment and a Geographic Location 
segment may be transmitted. Tho address information would 
include, for example, a street number and name for the 
individual store. The geographic location information would 
include the city name, a state or province code as defined by 
an appropriate Government agency, a postal code (e.g., a zip 
code in the United States), and a country code. 

[0086] Following any desired additional identifying seg- 
ments, specific item identification information (e.g., serial 
numbers) may be transmitted along with a textual descrip- 
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tion of the product if desired. Information identifying the 
individual store or e-tailer that sold the particular item may 
be associated with the information for that item. Appropriate 
dividers would be provided to separate the information for 
the respective individual items. After the individual item 
information has been transmitted completely, a Transaction 
Set Trailer segment may be transmitted to indicate the end 
of the transaction set and provide the count of transmitted 
segments. 

[0087] Returning now to FIG. 4, the registration center 
computer system 14 decodes the serial number information 
received from the retailer or e-tailer (block 216). The 
decoded serial number information is preferably sorted by 
manufacturer (if not already sorted) and initially stored in a 
temporary database (block 218). Separate temporary data- 
bases may be employed for individual manufacturers. The 
serial number information is preferably encoded along with 
the retailer's name, the registration date, the sale date, the 
last date on which returns will be accepted, and the last date 
for warranty repairs (block 220). 

[0088] The applicable return and warranty dates may be 
stored in the registration center computer system or, alter- 
natively, could be obtained from the particular manufacturer 
by way of communication channels 15, 15', 15", etc. Of 
course, other ways of determining the appropriate dates may 
also be utilized. In accordance with the preferred embodi- 
ment, however, the central computer system has access to 
information providing the manufacturer's return and war- 
ranty policy for each product registered, and the participat- 
ing manufacturer or other vender provides and updates this 
information for each of its products. 

[0089] The individual serial numbers may next be vali- 
dated using the check digit technique discussed above, and 
the data is transferred to the registration center's general 
database (block 222). Following validation of the serial 
numbers, an on-Hne summary report may be generated 
which lists all accepted and rejected serial numbers (block 
224). The valid data is then stored in the manufacturer's 
national serial number database for later access as described 
in detail below. 

[0090] The summary report provided in block 224 pro- 
vides a tool for the registration center to locate trouble spots 
caused, for instance, by malfunctioning retailer systems or 
attempted fraud. Additional monitoring reports may also be 
generated as desired. For example, the serial number pass/ 
fail ratio for all returns by a particular retailer over a given 
time period may be reported, duplicate serial numbers may 
be located and listed, previously registered serial numbers 
may be flagged, and cross-references may be made between 
the regi.stration date and the date the product was returned to 
the manufacturer. Such reports can be used by the registra- 
tion center to monitor retailer returns for possible problems 
or abuse. Reports may also be generated for individual 
manufacturers for separate monitoring or other uses. 

[0091] MGS. 5A and SB illustrate in flow chart form an 
example purchase and return process made possible by the 
electronic registration system (ERS) described above in 
accordance with the present invention. A store customer first 
picks out a store product for purchase (block 300) and brings 
it to the check out station (block 302). The store associate 
then scans the UPC code to enter the product SKU number 
(block 304) and, if it is a product for which electronic 



registration is sought, the store clerk is prompted to enter the 
unique serial number (block 306). 

[0092] After the store clerk scans the serial number (block 
308), the customer sales receipt is printed with the serial 
number (block 310) and the transaction databases are 
updated (block 312). The process ends if the customer is 
satisfied with the product (block 314). If not, however, the 
customer returns the product to the store (block 316). 

[0093] As noted previously, if the customer presents the 
sales receipt at the time of a return, the store associate may 
compare the serial number on the product with that on the 
sales receipt. The associate should compare the printed serial 
number with that on the product itself, rather than the serial 
number on the packaging, to guard against repackaging of an 
old product in a box for a recently purchased product. If the 
serial numbers match, the return is within an applicable 
allowable time period, and all other return qualifications are 
met (e.g., no major parts are missing, etc.) the return may be 
accepted, assuming that the store clerk handling the return is 
aware of the applicable return policy associated with that 
particular product. 

[0094] However, if the store clerk is uncertain of the 
applicable allowable return period, the clerk may submit the 
product for electronic return verification as described below. 

[0095] If there is no receipt, or if the product serial number 
does not match that printed on the receipt, the store associate 
examines the products to ensure all return qualifications are 
met (block 318). If so, the store associate scans the serial 
number on the product (block 320) and the retailer computer 
system 6 checks the retailer database for the serial number 
(block 322). A link to the registration center's serial number 
database may be made to search for serial numbers which do 
not appear in the retailer database (block 324). 

[0096] Assuming the serial number information is found 
in either the retailer databavse or the registration center 
database, the date of purchase is checked to see if then return 
has been presented within the applicable return period (e.g., 
90 days) (block 326). Purchases within the applicable return 
period which meet all other manufacturer return qualifica- 
tions (block 328) may be refunded or exchanged (block 
330). The retailer may then return the product to the manu- 
facturer within an apphcable time period (e.g., 150 days) 
from the date of purchase to receive credit for the return 
(block 332). 

[0097] For products which do not meet all manufacturer 
return quahfications (block 328), but were purchased within 
the applicable return period (block 326), the consumer may 
be referred to an authorized repair facility for a warranty 
repair (block 334). Similarly, if the purchase was made 
outside the apphcable retum period (block 326), but within 
the applicable warranty repair period (e.g., 180 days) (block 
336), the customer will be referred to an authorized repair 
facility for a warranty repair (block 334). Consumers seek- 
ing to retum products purchased beyond the applicable 
warranty repair period (block 336) will be directed to an 
authorized repair facility for a non-warranty repair (block 
338). 

[0098] The example return and warranty repair deadlines 
noted in the example of FIG. 5 are fairly typical for actual 
return policies. However, these particular deadlines are 
merely examples, and other appropriate deadlines may be 
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used without departing from the invention. Because different 
manufactures may utilize different return and warranty dead- 
Unes, it is preferred that the deadlines applicable to a 
particular manufacturer be stored in the retailer computer 
system. Of course, if the applicable deadlines are encoded 
along with the serial number information at the time of 
initial registration, that information should be available j&rom 
the registration data without the need to again check the 
applicable return criteria. 

[0099] FIG. 6 provides a graphic illustration of a return 
process which utilizes the features of an electronic registra- 
tion system in accordance with the instant invention. As 
illustrated at the left hand portion of FIG. 6, when a 
customer seeks to return a product, the store associate 
searches the retailer's store-wide database by entering the 
product serial number. If the transaction is located in the 
store-wide database, the operator terminal 11 of the retailer 
computer system 6 displays the product description, the 
purchase location, and purchase date. Additionally, the con- 
sumer's return options for the particular manufacturer (e.g., 
warranty repair, exchange, store credit, or cash refund) may 
be displayed. The display of consumer options is particularly 
advantageous where electronic registration is used for mul- 
tiple manufacturers. By displaying the options, the need for 
the store clerk to remember or look up the options is 
avoided. Also, the likelihood of the store associate making 
a mistake is reduced. 

[0100] The right hand portion of FIG. 6 illustrates a 
situation where the product was purchased from a competi- 
tor retailer and, thus, does not appear in the store-wide 
database. After unsuccessfully searching the store-wide 
database, the retailer computer system 6 dials up to search 
the registration center database. The registration center 
computer system 14 returns the date purchased, the name of 
the retailer that sold the product, the applicable deadline for 
consumer returns, the applicable deadline for the retailer to 
return the product to the manufacturer for credit, and the 
applicable deadline for warranty repairs. Based on this 
information from the registration center, the operator termi- 
nal 11 of the retailer computer system 6 displays the product 
description, the purchase location and date, and available 
consumer options. 

[0101] Referring now to FIG. 7, an example of a typical 
arrangement which may be used for handling product 
returns is illustrated. The present invention, of course, is 
applicable to other arrangements as well. In the example 
arrangement of FIG. 7, a regional warehouse 501 operated 
by a large retail chain collects product returns from local 
retail stores 503Aand 503B. In the illustrated example, retail 
store 503 A is located in the Northeast United States and 
retail store 503B serves the Mid-Atlantic region; the retailer 
regional return center warehouse 501 is located in the South; 
and the manufacturer warehouse 505 is in the Pacific North- 
west. Of course, this example is for illustrative purposes 
only, and it should be appreciated that other local retail 
stores, regional return centers, etc. would be present in an 
actual return network. Also, it should be understood that a 
product return network typically would be operated in 
conjunction with a product distribution network. 

[0102] After the returned products arrive at the regional 
warehouse 501, they are sorted by manufacturer and/or 
product, and are shipped from the regional warehouse 501 to 



the manufacturer warehouse 505 for credit or replacement. 
The manufacturer then inspects the returned products to 
ensure that they comply with necessary return conditions 
and, if appropriate, issues a credit or replacement product. 

[0103] Each step of the foregoing example return process 
involves various processing and handling requirements. For 
example, personnel at the local retail store must first review 
the product for compliance with applicable return require- 
ments (e.g., ensure that the product is returned within the 
specified return period and verify that all parts have been 
returned), and then arrange for shipment to the appropriate 
regional warehouse by way of a tnick 507 or other suitable 
means of transportation. 

[0104] Employees at the regional warehouse must unload 
the products received from the local retail stores, sort them 
by manufacturer and/or product, prepare them for shipment 
(e.g., place the returned products on shipping pallets), and 
arrange for the shipment to the manufacturer. Finally, the 
manufacturer must receive the returned product shipment, 
verify that the returns arc proper, repackage the returned 
products if appropriate, and conduct necessary bookkeeping 
to ensure that the retailer receives proper credit for the 
return. It is noted that the foregoing is not an exhaustive list 
of the costs and efforts associated with processing product 
returns by the retail stores, the regional retum center ware- 
houses, and the manufacturers. 

[0105] The electronic registration system (ERS) described 
above may be utilized, for example, in connection with 
operations at the retailer regional retum center warehouse 
501 to reduce costs incurred by both the retum center and the 
manufacturer. In accordance with one aspect of the present 
invention, significant cost savings can be realized by reduc- 
ing or eliminating unnecessary shipping costs by making a 
relatively early determination whether a product return will 
ultimately be accepted by the manufacturer or the like. If 
not, the returned product need not be handled further, 
thereby reducing costs. 

[0106] Thus, ERS can be used to reduce costs and improve 
efficiency of returns between the retailer and manufacturer 
and also, as described in greater detail below, between the 
consumer and the retailer and/or the manufacturer. As 
explained herein, the user interface as well as the operation 
of the ERS system is significantly different in the retail/ 
manufacturer application as compared to the consumer/ 
retailer application, as a result of the particular needs in each 
of these return situations. It is noted that commonly owned 
and co-pending application Sen No. 09/065,552 identified 
above, includes, as one example, a method and apparatus for 
efficiently handling product return transactions between a 
retailer and a manufacturer. In order to provide a complete 
understanding of the preferred ERS system used in the 
present invention, a further description of this retailer/ 
manufacturer returns system is described below. 

[0107] In accordance with this feature of the ERS system, 
advance return authorization (RA) for shipment of returned 
products between the retailer and the manufacturer can be 
obtained for a plurality of products at one lime to establish 
an approved product return batch. The approved batch may 
be properly labeled prior to return to the manufacturer. In 
this way, product returns may be easily and efficiently 
handled in batches rather than as individual units, thereby 
improving efficiency and reducing costs. 
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[0108] Referring now to FIG. 8, an example implemen- 
lalion of this system includes a return side portion 521 and 
a manufacturer side portion 523 which are operable to 
communicate over, for example, an internet connection 525. 
Briefly, the return side portion 521 may include a personal 
computer 5210 that includes, for example, an Intel 486 
processor or higher with at least 16 MB of RAM, a 
Microsoft Windows 95 or Windows NT operating system, 
and browser software such as Netscape Navigator 4.0 or 
higher. The personal computer 5210 may also include a 
modem for direct connection to an internet provider through 
a dedicated telephone connection 5212. Alternatively, an 
internet connection may be made by the personal computer 
5210 over a corporate network. Also, it may be possible to 
utilize a direct telephone link by modem between the return 
side portion 521 and the manufacturer side portion 523 or 
even a hardwired connection. 

[0109] A bar code scanner 5214 is provided for scanning 
bar coded SKU and, preferably, serial numbers for returned 
products. Additionally, a printer 5216 is provided for print- 
ing transaction records and, if desired, printed versions of 
return authorizations from the manufacturer. As will be 
discussed below in greater detail, manually prepared return 
authorization forms may be used as an alternative to printed 
return authorizations. 

[0110] The manufacturer side portion 521 includes a com- 
puter system 5230 utilizing, for example, an IBM AS/400 
computer and having an associated data storage unit 5234 
for storing an electronic product registration database. The 
manufacturer side computer system 5230 is capable of 
communicating with the return side portion 521 over an 
internet connection though telephone connection 5232. As 
noted previously, other communication techniques between 
the manufacturer side portion 523 and the return side portion 
521 may also be utilized. 

[0111] After the regional retailer return facility receives 
products for return to the manufacturer, the return side 
portion 521 may access the manufacturer side portion 523 to 
screen the products for compliance with return requirements 
and to obtain pre-authorization of the returns. In particular, 
the return side computer 5210 connects to the manufacturer 
side computer 5230 by way of the internet or through other 
appropriate communication techniques. In the present 
example embodiment, the manufacturer side computer 
maintains a world wide web page for access by the regional 
return center. Password protection may be provided to 
ensure only authorized retailers are able to access return 
pre-authorization features in accordance with the present 
invention. For example, each return center location that is 
permitted access to the pre-authorization features may be 
assigned a location identification code and a password. In 
such a case, both the location identification code and the 
password would be required before access is granted to the 
product return screening program. 

[0112] FIG. 9 is a logic flow chart for the manufacturer 
side computer 5230 in screening returned products and 
processing pre-aulhorizalion requests from the regional 
return center. As indicated in the top portion of FIG. 9, the 
user first enters the appropriate location identification code 
and password. FIG. lOA illustrates a screen which may be 
displayed at the return side computer to prompt the user to 
enter the location identification and password. Once this 



information is received by the manufacturer side computer, 
the password is validated at function block 5302. If desired, 
appropriate application maintenance procedures may be 
implemented upon validation of the password. 

[0113] Upon verification of the location identification 
code and the password, the manufacturer side computer 
5230 may cause a screen such as is illustrated in FIG. lOB 
to be displayed at the return side computer 5210. As shown 
in FIG. lOB, existing batches saved in memory at the 
manufacturer side computer 5230 are Usted. Existing 
batches are those for which return products have been 
scanned, but which have not yet been .submitted for return 
authorization. Preferably, items can only be added or deleted 
from a batch up to the time that the batch is submitted for 
return authorization. In the present example implementation 
of the invention, once the batch is submitted for return 
authorization, it will no longer be displayed on the batch 
status screen, but can be viewed from the RA Status screen 
described below in connection with FIG. lOH. 

[0114] It is possible to display a number of information 
items on the batch status screen in addition to the batch 
number. For example, the batch status screen shown in FIG. 
lOB displays the date and time the batch was opened, the 
total number of products that have been screened for return 
validation, the number of accepted items, and the number of 
rejected items. Of course, additional information could be 
displayed if desired. 

[0115] A number of options are offered to the return center 
operator on the batch status screen ilhistrated in FIG, lOB. 
In particular, the return center operator may open an existing 
batch, create a new batch, or submit a batch to the manu- 
facturer for return authorization. To open an existing batch, 
the desired batch may be selected in a conventional fashion 
by using a mouse to highlight the batch number and then 
clicking on the "Open Batch" button. Similarly, a high- 
lighted batch may be submitted for return authorization by 
clicking the "Submit RA" button. A new batch can be 
created by clicking the *'New Batch" button. 

[0116] Preferably, a batch must be set up prior to screening 
returned products for return authorization. Depending on 
user preference, the return center operator may establish a 
new batch for each pallet of returned products that is 
screened for return authorization, each bill of lading, or 
based on the date that the products are scanned. It is not 
necessary to limit the number of products that can be 
scanned for each batch. 

[0117] Referring again to FIG. 9, when the return center 

operator either opens an existing batch or creates a new 
batch, control passes to function block 5304. For a new 
batch, the manufacturer side computer 5230 creates a batch 
header which includes information identifying the assigned 
batch number, any customer reference numbers, the return 
center address, the name and telephone number of a cus- 
tomer contact person, and the status of the batch (e.g., 
product entry stage, pending approval, approved, decfined, 
RA assigned, etc.). A new batch number will be assigned 
each time "New Batch" is selected. If an existing batch is 
opened, the header information is retrieved from memory 
associated with the manufacturer side computer 5230. 

[0118] Once a batch is opened, the system is now ready to 
screen returned products. Depending on the type of product 
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for which return authorization is sought, the return center 
operator selects either "Scan Hardware" or "Scan Accesso- 
ries" by clicking the appropriate button (FIG. lOB). 

[0119] Referring now to FIG. IOC, to screen hardware 
product returns for compliance with return criteria, the 
return center operator is prompted to enter the UPC number 
for the product, the product serial number, and a store 
reference code (if desired). This information may be entered 
by scanning bar codes on the product with wedge scanner 
5214 (FIG. 8), or alternatively by typing the information on 
the keyboard associated with return side computer 5210. 
Other appropriate techniques may be employed as well. The 
user may then click the "Validate" button to instruct the 
manufacturer side computer 5230 to screen the product for 
return approval. 

[0120] As shown in FIG. IOC, the Scan Hardware screen 
then displays the submitted information including the UPC 
code, the serial number, a description of the product, the date 
and lime it was entered, and the store reference if any. Again, 
other items could be displayed if desired. 

[0121] Although various techniques may be used for vali- 
dating the screened products for compliance with return 
criteria, the system preferably uses data collected by an ERS 
as described above. In other words, while the above descrip- 
tion of this retailer/manufacturer return system indicates that 
the manufacturer has a product registration database, this 
database may be based on information collected by the 
central database of multi-vendor ERS system as described 
above. Briefly, such an electronic registration system estab- 
lishes a database which then may be accessed at the time of 
product return to determine the date of original sale and 
other information pertinent to determining whether return 
requirements are met. It is noted that, for a return to be 
properly accepted by a manufacturer, the product must not 
only be returned by the customer to the retailer within the 
specified return period, but it also must be returned by the 
retailer to the manufacturer within this specified period. 
Thus, this retailer/manufacturer feature of the ERS system is 
used to verify the latter. 

[0122] When the manufacturer side computer 5230 
receives UPC and serial number information for return 
validation, control passes to function block 5306 of FIG. 9. 
The manufacturer side computer 5230 then checks the 
electronic registration database to ensure that the identified 
product meets product return criteria, and posts the scanned 
information to a batch detail file. The batch detail file 
preferably includes the UPC number, the serial number, an 
indication of product quantity, and status (e.g., pending 
approval, approval good, error, or approval declined). The 
electronic registration database may then be edited to indi- 
cate that the product identified by the UPC code (function 
block 5308) and serial number (function block 5310) has 
been screened for return. Accordingly, the manufacturer side 
computer 5230 can keep track of products that have already 
been screened to avoid multiple submissions of a single 
product for return. 

[0123] There may be a number of reasons a product will 
not qualify for return credit or replacement. For example, the 
warranty period may have expired, the serial number might 
not have been registered, an invahd serial number may have 
been received, the packaging may be missing, a major 
component of the product may be missing, or the item might 



be non-returnable as part of the conditions of sale. If the 
product does not qualify for return, the return center, such as 
the retailer regional warehouse, can retain the rejected 
product rather than ship it to the manufacturer, thereby 
saving the cost of freight for shipping a product that does not 
qualify for credit. 

[0124] A note is displayed across the bottom of the screen 
of the Scan Hardware screen when a hardware unit does not 
qualify for return. The displayed message is preferably for 
the last item scanned. If the return center operator would like 
to review the reason a previously scanned item did not 
qualify for return credit, the operator may select "Actions" 
from the screen menu to see a list of available options. The 
operator may then select "Reasons" to see a description of 
the reason the unit was rejected. An example of a displayed 
reject reason is shown in FIG. lOD. Scanning may be 
resumed by pressing the <Esc> key on the return side 
computer keyboard to close the menu screen. The scanning 
process is repeated for each hardware item for which screen- 
ing is sought. 

[0125] Ideally, the return center operator stacks retumable 
items 1103 qualifying for return on a shipping pallet 1101 or 
the like (see FIG. 11). Non-qualifying items should be 
stacked on a separate pallet. It will then be unnecessary for 
return center personnel to later sort through the products a 
second lime to separate qualifying products from non- 
qualifying products. 

[0126] The Scan Accessories display screen is illustrated 
in FIG. lOE. ITie return center operator is prompted to enter 
the quantity of the accessory that is to be scanned. For 
example, if return authorization is to be requested for three 
VHS cables, the operator will input *'3" and then use the 
<rAB> button on the return side computer keyboard to 
advance the cursor to the UPC Number field. The UPC 
number may then be scanned or entered manually on the 
keyboard. If a Store Reference code is used it may be entered 
prior to clicking the "Validate" button. 

[0127] Once pre-screening is completed for the hardware 
and acccs.sorics, the return center operator may move back 
to the ^'Batch Status" screen. The batch may then be sub- 
mitted for return authorization by cHcking the "Submit RA" 
button. Referring now to FIG. lOF, the return center opera- 
tor is preferably prompted to enter the name and phone 
number of the person who should be contacted with infor- 
mation or questions concerning the return authorization 
request. If desired, a customer reference number (e.g., a bill 
of lading number, file number, invoice number, etc.) may be 
entered for an internal reference to identify the return 
authorization. If the information on the screen is not filled in 
or "Cancel" is selected, the batch will not be submitted for 
return authorization. However, the batch will continue to be 
visible from the "Batch Status" screen. 

[0128] Referring again to FIG. 9, control goes to function 
block 5312 upon submission of a return authorization 
request. First, the return center operator is asked to verify the 
contact information. An example of an appropriate contact 
verification screen for display on the return side computer 
5210 is shown in FIG. lOG. If the contact information is 
verified, the manufacturer side computer 5230 re-validates 
the good scans included in the submitted batch. Control then 
proceeds to function block 5314. If the good scans fail 
re-validation, control proceeds to function block 5316, 
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which flags the batch header with an error indication, and 
notifies the return center operator of the failure. Otherwise, 
control proceeds to function block 5318 for automated 
approval. 

[0129] Function block 5320 checks to determine whether 
the automated approval process was successful. If not, an 
e-mail message may be sent to a manufacturer's represen- 
tative for the particular return center (function block 5322). 
The return authorization request may then be reviewed 
manually to determine whether the request should be 
approved (function block 5324). If the manual review shows 
that the request was properly rejected, the batch is flagged 
with an indication that the request was rejected, and the 
return center is notified of the rejection (function block 
5326). However, if the request is approved, control passes to 
function block 5328 to create a return authorization number 
and update the batch header to indicate the approved status. 
As indicated in FIG. 9, control may also pass to function 
block 5328 by way of function block 5320 if the automated 
approval process is successful. 

[0130] FIG. lOH illustrates an example of an RA Status 
display screen which may be used to inform the return center 
operator of the status of an RA request. As shown, the RA 
Status screen lists the authorization status (e.g., pending, 
approved, rejected), the batch number, the customer refer- 
ence number if any, the number of scans in the batch, the 
submission date, the approval date if applicable, the RA 
number if appHcable, and the expiration date by which the 
return must be completed. 

[0131] Once the RAhas been submitted and approved, the 
system may also provide the dollar value of the product that 
is authorized for return. This dollar value may be based on 
the lower of (1) the gross invoice price paid by the Dealer 
for the product, less the value of all allowances and incen- 
tives given to the Dealer, or (2) the vendor's net product 
pricing at the time of the return. In most cases, the dealer 
may deduct the monetary value of authorized returns from 
any existing or future vendor invoices. Additionally, the 
system can be configured to comply with a vendor's specific 
returns policy and guidelines. 

[0132] The RA number should be placed on the products 
prior to shipping to the manufacturer for credit. Referring 
now to FIGS. 11 and llA, the RA number listed on the RA 
Status display screen may be written on an adhesive label 
1105 supplied by the manufacturer along with the customer 
reference number (if applicable). Alternatively, the printer 
5216 (FIG. 8) may be used to print labels upon receipt of a 
return authorization number. Such labels are preferably 
placed on all four sides of the shipping paUel, the pallet is 
shrink wrapped and shipped to the manufacturer. The pallet 
should be shipped immediately to guard against expiration 
of product retum dates. Of course, other shipping containers 
may be used as well. 

[0133] The return authorization labels 1105 provide an 
easy reference to personnel at the manufacturer warehouse 
and permit simple and efficient processing of the retumed 
products. Because the returned products are received in a 
batch and have been pre-approved for return credit, less 
work is required in reviewing the returned products to verify 
compliance with return criteria. As a result, the resources 
required to process the shipment are reduced, and the 
manufacturer is able to more quickly credit the retum center 
for the retumed products. 



[0134] As explained above, this exemplary retailer/manu- 
facturer returns feature of the ERS system simplifies and 
improves the returns process between a retailer and a manu- 
facturer. The instant invention, however, is particularly 
advantageous when used at the consumer/retail level to 
prevent acceptance of unauthorized returns to retailers by 
consumers. ITiis retailer/consumer feature of the instant 
invention will now be described in greater detail below. 

[0135] Referring now to FIGS. 12, 12A, 12B and 13, in 
accordance with one aspect of the present invention, a 
computer based system provides a method for real-time data 
storage and retrieval for the purpose of verifying and vali- 
dating specific sales transaction data and product returns/ 
warranty repair eligibility at the point of sale (POS) or retail 
location at which the consumer brings the product for return. 
Sales transaction information provided by this system may 
include SKU or UPC number, product serial number, date of 
purchase, place of purchase, register transaction number, 
payment information, return-lo-vendor status, repair war- 
ranty status, authorized repair center location and phone 
number, estimated distance from consumer to repair loca- 
tion, repair prices, and any other suitable information as 
desired by the retailer and/or vendor. 

[0136] The sales and returns verification system illustrated 
in FIGS. 12, 12A, 12B and 13, preferably makes use of and 
incorporates POS electronic registration technology at the 
point of sale register, where the product's SKU or UPC is 
linked to the product's serial number, forming a unique 
idenlilier. Additional point of sale data (as determined by the 
retailer and/or vendor) can now be attached to this unique 
identifier and stored and/or transmitted and stored in a 
central database for future reference. Once the connection is 
made between the retailer and the vendor or third party 
service provider, additional services, such as credit card 
authorization or check verification, can be provided to the 
retailer. 

[0137] In operation, the POS register may capture the 
UPC or SKU and the product's serial number to establish a 
unique identifier. Depending on the requirements of the 
particular retailer and/or vendor, additional data may be 
linked to the unique identifier and then transmitted. As 
explained above, the unique identifier may be determined in 
accordance with a mask and associated decoding informa- 
tion defined, for example, by the third party service provider 
and manufacturer. 

[0138] If a transaction is paid by check or credit card, the 
check or credit card identification number may trigger the 
system to establish a connection with the third party service 
provider for credit card authorization or check veritication. 
Once the POS register transaction is closed, the system 
stores and/or transmits and stores the unique identifier (UPC 
or SKU and Serial Number) along with the point of sale data 
as dclcmnincd by the retailer and/or vendor. 

[0139] The third party service provider acts as a central 
registration computer system (see, e.g., FIG. 1) and facili- 
tates the link with the retailer. Credit card authorization or 
check verification data may be processed directly or through 
an approved financial institution. The financial institution/ 
third party service provider returns a credit card authoriza- 
tion or check approval number. 

[0140] The unique identifier (e.g., SKU or UPC and/or the 
product's serial number) along with the date of purchase and 
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any additional data linked to it is stored in a central database 
for future access. The central database preferably physically 
resides with the third party service provider. Alternatively, 
applicable portions of the central database can reside v^dth 
the respective vendors as explained above. 

[0141] When a consumer returns a product to the retailer, 
the store associate scans or otherwise enters the product's 
UPC or SKU, the product's serial number and, preferably, 
the customer's zip code. The system transmits this informa- 
tion to the third party service provider (or manufacturer) 
where certain data resides in a central database from the 
initial POS transaction and electronic registration as 
explained above. 

[0142] The information is processed in accordance with 
the retailer and manufacturer's retums policy terms and 
conditions (each retailer and manufacturer is preferably 
responsible for updating its own retums policy and product 
warranties via a remote log in password). The manufactur- 
er's warranty repair policy is also taken into account, as well 
as repair localities, including the repair center's address, 
phone number, approximate repair charges, etc. The system 
can also accommodate multiple (different) returns policies 
and repair warranties for the same manufacturer. This fea- 
ture will help to satisfy contractual agreements for specific 
retailer customers, 

[0143] Additional POS information (form of payment, 
price, etc.) as determined by the retailer and manufacturer 
may also be stored and linked to this product and/or sales 
transaction. In some instances, where the manufacturer has 
more stringent returns policies, the manufacturer may popu- 
late and store the product serial numbers at the time when 
products are shipped (sell-in) to the retailer. When the 
product is sold by the retailer (sell-through) the serial 
number is retransmitted and the records updated at the third 
party's database. This feature allows the manufacturer to 
track specific products with unique warranties and/or returns 
privileges. 

[0144] Once the information is processed, it is transmitted 
back to the retailer (along with a transaction record number 
RA) and presented in the form of an on-screen menu 
option(s) with predetermined (canned) text message(s). The 
retailer associate and/or the customer select the most appro- 
priate option (repair, return/refund or return/exchange, etc.). 
If the customer selects the return/exchange option, the 
system prompts the store associate to scan the replacement 
product's serial number. A hard copy, in the form of a receipt 
or an expanded version, detailing the transaction (repair 
information, etc.) may be printed for the customer as well as 
for the retailer's material move records. 
[0145] The transaction may then be closed and the final 
information (customer selection) is retran.smitted, linked to 
the product record and stored for future use by the manu- 
facturer, retailer, and or third parly service provider. The 
system updates the original records according to which 
option the consumer exercised. If the repair option was 
selected the system voids the RA transaction number. In case 
of a return/exchange transaction, the system updates the 
record with the replacement product serial number. It is 
noted that with most manufacturers, the replacement prod- 
uct's warranty expiration date coincides with the original 
warranty expiration date. 

[0146] Referring to FIG. 12, a third party .service provider 
1001 operates a central registration computer system for the 



benefit of a number of retailers 1003 and vendors 1005. The 
use of an independent service provider 1001 may be ben- 
eficial in encouraging retailers and vendors to utilize the 
transaction registration services. In addition to the retailers 
1003 and vendors 1005, a number of other users 1007 may 
access the third party service provider system through, for 
example, a modem or intemet connection, by way of a toll 
free 800 telephone number, or other appropriate means. 
These other users 1007 may include, for example, law 
enforcement agencies, loss prevention and insurance groups, 
third party reverse logistics providers, third party warranty 
providers, third party groups that provide sell through 
reporting, authorized service centers and others. In other 
words, the information stored by third party service provid- 
ers can be used tor other applications in addition to the 
validation of retums. 

[0147] Law enforcement agencies may, for example, 
access the central database to locate information regarding 
recovered stolen property. Thus, the rightful owner of a 
recovered property may be readily located. Additionally, 
locating the rightful owner may provide law enforcement 
agencies with leads to assist criminal investigations by, for 
example, helping determine the location firom which stolen 
goods originated. Similarly, insurance carriers and loss 
prevention groups may be given access to the database to 
verify sales information and help guard against fraudulent 
claims. 

[0148] Customer intbmiation such as name, area code and 
the like is typically not gathered al point of sale. Accord- 
ingly, a vendor may include a registration card with the 
product which may be filled in by the customer and for- 
warded to the vendor or the third party service provider. The 
information from Ibe product registration card may then be 
appended to the transaction record to provide corresponding 
customer information. Of course, in lieu of a mail-in product 
registration card, it is also possible to permit on-line regis- 
tration, telephone registration, or other available forms of 
registration. Of course, any such form of registration should 
require a sufiicient indication of information that can be used 
to verify that the transaction is being registered to a rightful 
purchaser. 

[0149] FIG. 15 schematically illustrates a process that 
may be used for on-line consumer post-sale registration. To 
ensure that the post-sale registration is being made by a 
proper customer, the process goes through an initial valida- 
tion stage to verify information that would be known to a 
proper customer and which is already available to the central 
registration system by virtue of the previous POS or e-tailer 
transaction registration. For example, the consumer may be 
prompted to enter the brand name of the product (step 1501), 
the store at which the product was purchased (step 1502), the 
purchase date (step 1503), the product serial number (step 
1504), and the product description (step 1505). Correct 
responses (or at least nearly correct responses) to these 
inquiries permit the user to proceed to the second stage of 
the post-sale registration wherein the consumers name, 
address, phone number and other suitable information is 
obtained and stored with a link to the product information. 
Of course, adequate steps should be taken to ensure con- 
sumer privacy. 

[0150] As shown in FIG. 12, at the point of sale (POS), the 
retailer may transmit applicable information to the third 
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party service provider 1001 to be included in a multi-vendor 
database 1009. If desired, the central registration computer 
system may include a database 1011 for use in verifying 
credit card or check transactions. If this capability is used, 
the third party service provider may return a credit card or 
check approval number at the time of the sale. Additionally, 
a database 1013 may be provided for information pertaining 
to the return policies of particular retailers and vendors. 

[0151] The system permits customer service requests 
(CSR) upon receipt of applicable information such as a UPC 
number, serial number, or customer zip code. In response to 
a CSR, the third party service provider will return pertinent 
information such as the purchase date, return status in view 
of the applicable return policies, a return authorization 
nimiber if appropriate, warranty/repair information such as 
a h'st of authorized repair centers, or other information. For 
example, user tips may be downloaded to assist a customer 
in diagnosing a problem, properly connecting electronic 
equipment, etc. Such information may be included in a local 
retailer database, a third party service provider database, or 
a manufacturer database. The third party service provider 
and manufacturer databases are preferably available seven 
days a week, and 24 hours a day. 

[0152] FIG. 12A further illustrates a preferred operation 
of the system illustrated in FIG. 12 during electronic prod- 
uct registration. FIG. 12B further illustrates a preferred 
operation of the system illustrated in FIG. 12 during a 
product return transaction. 

[0153] Turning now to FIG. 13, the third party service 
provider system may include retailer and manufacturer 
validation tables containing specific return policy informa- 
tion. Maintenance of these validation tables is preferably the 
responsibility of the individual retailer, manufacturer or 
other party. In other words, the retailers and manufacturers 
are provided with access to these vahdation tables .so that 
they may provide and update the applicable return criterias 
for their products. 

[0154] In addition, a retailer may access records in sepa- 
rate manufacturer databases at the third party service pro- 
vider to obtain selected predefined or ad hoc management 
reporting. For example, a retailer may monitor returns 
accepted by an individual clerk to determine whether the 
clerk has an unusually high (and possibly fraudulent) return 
rate. Of course, the third party service provider should 
maintain security measures to ensure that the retailer can 
access only records to which it is entitled access. For 
example, a retailer would be prevented from running reports 
on sales by a competitor. 

[0155] Similarly, the manufacturer may run predefined or 
ad hoc reports to monitor sales activities. Such reports may 
be useful, for example, in determining which products are 
seUing well and, therefore, whether production or shipping 
of these products should be increased. Again, a manufacturer 
would not be given access to competitors' sales information. 

[0156] FIG. 14 is an application overview of the compo- 
nents and functions of the central registration computer 
system. As shown, the central registration computer system 
may perform a number of system functions. These system 
functions include application services, database services, 
electronic data interchange (EDI), batch services, VRU 
services, collaboration services, RMl/IIOP services, e-mail 



services, directory services, encryption services, VPN ser- 
vice, load balancing services, systems management services, 
reporting tools, site analysis services, and HTFP services. 

[0157] Application services allow the handling of server- 
side processing on a world wide web server. This is impor- 
tant to meter traffic to the databases. It also allows for fail 
over if applications are not available. It also allows for 
session tracking and extra security. Database services handle 
the storage and retrieval of the central registration computer 
system data. This can be important for the speed and 
integrity of data storage and access. It also can allow the 
synchronization of data across multiple databases and data- 
centers. EDI is an application that allows the mapping and 
conversion of data from the central registration computer 
system database and converts it to the industry standard 
Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) documents. It also pro- 
cesses EDI documents and will place the results in the 
database. EDI handles the communications of data to and 
from value-added-network electronic mail boxes. Batch 
services support the set of processes that allow the sched- 
uling and logging of jobs that may be run as part of the 
system. This includes scheduling transfers of data, cleanup 
processes, database conversions, content updates, alert trig- 
gers, audit processes, etc. 

[0158] VRU services is the set of telephony services that 
allow the system to implement applications on the database. 
This can support applications that allow retailers at the point 
of return to check returns verification status and warranty 
information. Collaboration services allow accounts and cen- 
tral system personnel to communicate real-time and pro- 
vides for on-line customer service to help decrease costs, 
decrease time to handle service requirements, and increase 
the level of customer satisfaction. RMI service allows for 
remote execution of transactions between central system 
applications and its accounts, and can be one of the ways to 
process data exchange, and execute electronic registration or 
returns verification transactions. E-mail services can facili- 
tate the processing of e-mail between the central system and 
the accounts (vendors, retailers, service centers). It can 
include hosting of e-mail services for those accounts who do 
not have their own Internet Service Provider (ISP) and can 
also handle consumer accounts (if needed). 

[0159] Directory services are the systems services that 
allow a standard technique for storing, using, and accessing 
user-centric information. This database can drive the user 
data for the central system web, e-mail, and collaboration 
scr\aces, and can also serve as the basis of central system 
security. Encryption services allow the central system to 
encrypt (secure) data that is transferred over the Internet. 
This could be important for securing non-private network 
datafiles. This service also includes management/publishing/ 
serving of the public key associated with the central system. 
VPN services allow the central system and its retailer 
accounts to establish a private communications channel on 
the Internet, and may be implemented at the hardware or 
software level. It can be very important to maintain security 
on the Internet, yet allow transactions to perform up to 
requirements. Load balancing services route transaction 
traflSc to appropriate services, systems, and sites (data cen- 
ter) depending on system availability, performance, and 
location of the request. This can be important because it 
allows a tran.saction to continue if a site or host is down, and 
ensures that the system is always available. 



us 2004/0172260 Al 



15 



Sep. 2, 2004 



[0160] Systems management services monitor the avail- 
ability, security, and performance of the central system 
applications. It also can allow the central system to escalate 
problems if they are not resolved in a timely manner, and can 
allow the central system to manage the network and host 
functions in addition to the data center. Reporting tools 
allow authorized central system accounts and central system 
personnel to easily access the database. This will allow ad 
hoc analysis of data for an account and will allow straight- 
forward deployment of new reports. Site analysis tools allow 
the central system to analyze its world wide web traffic. This 
includes the overall amount of traffic to the site or to specific 
sections of site. It can allow the central system to see where 
the trafiSc is coming from and what type of browser is being 
used. It can also allow the consolidation of log reporting 
across several hosts. HTTP services is what is typically 
referred to as a web server. These are the services that allow 
the central system to handle Internet browser access. It can 
serve and secure static content and hand off dynamic content 
requests. It also can allow for intuitive links lo FTP services. 

[0161] The central registration computer system also 
includes a number of semi-private support components such 
as data exchange, a communications menu system, alerts, 
reporting services, and project tracking and user help. Addi- 
tionally, a number of semi-private core components are 
provided, including account maintenance, product mainte- 
nance, warranty maintenance, electronic registration, serial 
number maintenance, returns verification, returns prescreen- 
ing, warranty inquiry and consumer registration. Although 
these items req\iire authorized access, they may be shared by 
a number of individual users and are therefore semi-private. 

[0162] The Account Maintenance core component allows 
the central system to setup an account for either a retailer or 
vendor. Account setup covers such areas as contact, rela- 
tionship and equity, account type, user information and 
authorities. This preferably includes account profile main- 
tenance to maintain account information for each customer; 
contact/user maintenance to setup and maintain contacts/ 
users for each account (user default and specific authorities 
may be assigned here); authority group maintenance to 
maintain various authority lists which are assigned to vari- 
ous groups or account types; account contract/relationship 
maintenance to track contracts, equity, correspondence for 
each account; and retailer location maintenance which 
allows for the maintenance of each retail store location. The 
product maintenance component allows the retailer, vendor, 
and the central system to maintain and distribute product 
information. Retailer.'Vendor UPC maintenance allows 
maintenance of product information at the UPC level. Kit 
maintenance cross references to store pre-loaded serial num- 
bers that go together in each '"kit"' shipped. Product type 
maintenance allows a vendor to define groupings of their 
products (e.g., TV, VCR). 

[0163] The warranty maintenance component allows the 
vendor to set up return and repair warranty information for 
each of its products. Policies can be set up at the product or 
product type levels. Warranty maintenance sets up and 
maintains return and repair warranties. Reason code main- 
tenance maintains codes by product type to indicate the 
reason a product is returned. The electronic registration 
component allows the central system lo collect product 
registration data from the retailer. This may include several 
interfaces to coUeci this data — EDI to support legacy imple- 



mentation, and a real-time interface to support ongoing 
implementations. Registration transmission is a request from 
a retailer to the central system to register a product as sold. 
A registration transmission processor is a processing pro- 
gram at the central system that contains all the edits neces- 
sary to process the incoming registration transmission and 
send back the confirmation transmission when appropriate. 
An internal registration audit may provide an on-line inter- 
face which will display transmission errors that need to be 
reviewed and fixed before registration is accepted. A regis- 
tration confirmation may be transmitted from the central 
system back to retailer to confirm that the registration was 
received. A pre -sell product registration may be used to 
register a product that is sold through catalog sales, or to 
indicate product as sold to a particular retailer for establish- 
ing special return policies. 

[0164] The serial number maintenance component can be 
used to maintain and view serial number registration infor- 
mation (returns and warranty expiration dates). It can also be 
used to maintain exceptional situations such as an indication 
that the serial number was stolen. On-line serial number 
maintenance may be used to allow an account to view and/or 
update (depending on authorization) specific information 
about a registered serial number. Stolen serial number main- 
tenance allows an account to update a specific serial number 
as stolen. Serial number manual registration allows for 
registration (pre-sell and POS) of a range of serial numbers 
without scanning or other electronic interface. Serial number 
history allows for the inquiry of all activity against a specific 
serial number. ITie returns verification component provides 
the retailer or return center with the ability to verify that a 
product is eligible for return. A confirmation will be trans- 
mitted back which contains a return authorization code or 
message, return-by date, and repair warranty information if 
requested. A return verification request may go from a 
retailer or return center to the central system. A return 
verification proces.sor may be used to edit and process the 
data sent in and to send confirmation data back. A return 
eligibility confirmation can be transmitted from the central 
system back to the retailer to verify the product is eligible for 
return. 

[0165] The returns prescreen component permits verifica- 
tion of whether or not a product is returnable to the vendor 
just prior to shipping. This system may be required to ensure 
that the product being sent back to the vendor will qualify 
for credit when it reaches the vendor. This is particularly 
important for those retailers who use returns centers to 
consolidate returns. The warranty inquiry component allows 
an authorized service center to access information regarding 
a product's repair warranty. Access to this information is 
preferably through a web interface or through the VRU. A 
product warranty inquiry allows access to a product's repair 
warranty information. The consumer post-sale registration 
component gives consumers the ability to register a product 
against the central system account. This will allow consum- 
ers to have a record at the central system of the serialized 
products they have purchased. Also it will allow law 
enforcement agents a means to contact the purchasing 
consumer for stolen products. This component includes 
consumer account setup, consumer serial number registra- 
tion, law agent access, and provision of a consumer web site. 

[0166] With regard to the semi-private support compo- 
nents, the data exchange component allows for the exchange 
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of data between the central system and the accounts (ven- 
dors or retailers). Data exchange key maintenance maintains 
multiple user id/password combinations to support different 
ways of communicating with the account. For each account, 
data exchange subscription maintenance maintains which 
types of data will be sent to their systems using the data 
exchange mechanism. Startup services are the processes 
used to support the initial loading of the account's data into 
the central system database. Vendor/Retailer data exchange 
are the processes that set up and control the exchange of data 
with accounts. Product maintenance push will allow the 
movement of the product file information to the retailer with 
little development on the retailer's part. This will include 
only information needed to drive POS terminals for each 
retailer. The data exchange file generator are the programs 
that generate the different types of files that contain the 
different types of data. The Internet menu system component 
is what an individual user (central system employees, 
accounts, and consumers) will see when they log onto the 
system. It will be used by the central system personnel 
(intranet) and the vendors, retailers, and service centers 
(extranet) that have access to the central system. Account 
application maintenance defines which applications will 
appear on each account's "menu" based on user access 
rights. Application billing structure maintenance defines the 
pricing structure associated with a particular application/ 
account combination. 

[0167] The alerts messaging component provides a facility 
to send alert messages generated from various processes 
throughout the system. Alert maintenance is a process to set 
up the type of alerts an account would like to receive. An 
alert processor may be provided to process and send the 
alerts. The reporting component provides the account with 
various standard reports for tracking electronic registrations 
and return verification data, i'br example, an electronic 
registration summary report can be provided to summarize 
all registration information. An abuse audit report can be 
used to identify patterns of abuse based on warranty setup. 
A returns reconciliation report can show the history of 
registrations including any return request activity. A returns 
to registration audit report can show percentage of returns 
compared with registrations. A returns verification request 
summary report can show total return verification requests 
by return code. The project tracking,^ielp desk component 
provides information exchange between the account and the 
central system regarding new account setup, bug fixes, and 
other pertinent information. Information exchange/project 
tracking can provide an ability to track projects and prob- 
lems, and to exchange other information with the account. 
Time tracking can provide the ability to track time against 
projects such as custom reports and other enhancements 
specific to an account. A help desk facility could incorporate 
the problem tracking portion of the information exchange. 

[0168] Private .support components include audit mainte- 
nance, bilhng system interface, and purge setup/processing. 
The audit maintenance component can provide various 
audits on activity against the central system database. These 
audits can be used internally by the central system for 
tracking an account's usage of the system. An audit activity 
log can track specific types of activity against the serial 
number database. The billing system interface component 
provides processes for approving the billing of accounts for 
the central system services. The actual invoicing and fund 
collection may be provided by a standard accounts receiv- 



able software package. Billing structure maintenance may 
provide information on how each account will be billed. 
Billing approval can provide an interface for approval of the 
billing before actual invoicing. Finally, the purge setup/ 
processing component includes the processes and support- 
ing information that will allow the central system to purge 
appropriate data firom the system. Purge processing may 
summarize transactional data, save to other media (tape, CD, 
optical), and purge data based on time defaults set at the 
account level. 

[0169] Turning now to FIGS. 16A through 16G, a user at 
a retail store may access the central registration computer 
system to make a customer service request. Upon access, a 
main menu is displayed which provides the user with 
options to request return/warranty information, operating/ 
hook-up instructions, vendor/product information, or other 
information. FIGS. 16A through 16B illustrate a series of 
interactive customer interface screens that may be displayed 
upon selection of return/warranty information. 

[0170] As illustrated in FIG. 16B, the user may, for 
example, be prompted to input the product UPC number, the 
product serial number and the customer's zip code. This 
information is then transmitted to the third party host system 
of the centralized database to be used in accessing the 
pertinent database record. The user may also be requested to 
input a reason for the return/warranty inquiry. 

[0171] FIG. 16C shows information that may be returned 
to the retailer by the third party host system. In particular, the 
host system may return additional details concerning the 
original transaction as well as a list of customer options. The 
list of customer options may be determined by the host 
system in light of the applicable retailer and/or manufacturer 
warranty information included within the validation tables 
1013 (see FIG. 13). 

[0172] Turning now to FIGS. 16D through 16G, the 
retailer selects the option chosen by the customer by clicking 
on the appropriate choice. The host system then returns 
pertinent information relevant to the selected option. For 
example, if free warranty repair is vselected, a list of local 
authorized repair shops may be listed. This list may be 
printed and provided to the customer by the retailer store. If 
the customer selects a product exchange, the retailer may be 
prompted to enter the serial number of the replacement 
product so that the central registration database may be 
updated accordingly. Similarly, the host system will update 
the registration database to reflect a return for in-store credit 
or refund. 

[0173] Customer problems with products often are not the 
result of defects in the product, but rather may simply be the 
result of a lack of knowledge by the customer on the proper 
operation or hook-up of the product. Accordingly, the 
retailer may request information from the host system to 
assist the customer in the proper operation or hookup of the 
product. Such information is preferably stored in an appro- 
priate host system database. For example, a manufacturer 
may download instructions into the database for this pur- 
pose. The manufacturer ideally bears the responsibility of 
ensuring the information is kept current. As an alternative, 
the host system may access a manufacturer database to 
obtain this information when requested. 

[0174] FIGS. 17A through 17H illustrate interactive user 
interface display screens that may be utilized when a cus- 
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tomer chooses to obtain operating/liookup instructions. As 
shown in FIG. 17B, the user is prompled to enter the UPC 
number or the vendor name and model number. If the vendor 
name/model number option is used, the host system may be 
programmed to recognize the vendor name based upon the 
first few characters. For example, once a user enters 
"NINT', the system may recognize the vendor as NIN- 
TENDO, as illustrated in FIG. 17C. Once the vendor name 
is recognized or completely input, a pull down menu of 
possible model numbers may be provided for user selection, 
as shown in FIG. 17D. 

[0175] Referring to FIG. 17E, the user is then prompted to 
select information on either the operation or proper hook-up 
of the product. In this example, the user selects hook-up 
information. The host system then displays appropriate 
hook-up information (FIG. 17F), which may be printed for 
the customer. Similarly, FIGS. 17G and 17H illustrate the 
interactive screen displays if operation instructions are 
requested. As shown in FIG. 17G, the user may be prompted 
to enter additional information concerning the particular 
operation of interest, for example, how to set the clock, how 
to record, how to edit, etc. Again, the appropriate informa- 
tion concerning the customer inquiry then may be displayed 
and printed. 

[0176] FIGS. 18A through 18F show interactive screens 
that may be displayed when the user selects vendor/product 
information, 'fhe user would again be prompted to enter 
sufficient information for the host system to determine 
which records to access, as described above in connection 
with FIGS, 17B tlirough 17D. Pertinent information con- 
cerning the vendor (FIG. 18B) or the product (FIG. 18C) 
may then be displayed. This vendor information may be 
useful to the retailer, for example, to contact the manufac- 
turer with questions or to provide the customer with a 
manufacturer customer service phone number. The product 
information may be used, for example, to verify what 
components were sold with the products so that the retailer 
can verify the return of all major components. If desired, the 
retailer may also return to the main menu to obtain further 
information concerning proper hook-up or operation of the 
product, as illustrated in FIGS. 18D through 18F. 

[0177] Referring now to FIG. 19, in accordance with an 
important aspect of the present invention, a return authori- 
zation engine is provided for use directly by customers or 
purchasers of products. While this feature of the invention is 
particularly advantageous when used in connection with the 
return of products purchased on-line from e-tailers, it may 
also be used to enable consumers to initiate their own returns 
from products purchased from conventional retail locations 
as well. 

[0178] In a preferred embodiment, a Web site is provided 
which can be accessed by the customer via an Internet 
connection or Ihe like. FIG. 19 shows an overview of the 
main components and flow of this aspect of the invention. 
The customer accesses the web site 1902 and enters infor- 
mation related to the return, such as a serial number of the 
product to be relumed. The Web site can request any suitable 
information to be entered by the customer, such as name, 
address, place of purchase, date of purchase etc. However, if 
the product is a serialized product (i.e. a product that has 
been previously registered in the transaction database (elec- 
tronic registration (HR)) in the manner described above, then 



all that is needed is the serial number in order to provide the 
customer with information on return qualification and return 
procedures. The serial number is then used to access the ER 
database to determine if the product qualifies for return 
based on the applicable return criteria. If the product does 
quahfy for return, the customer is given a return authoriza- 
tion (RA) number and return instructions. The RAand return 
instructions can be printed at the customer's computer used 
to access the Web site. The return instructions preferably 
include shipping instructions indicating where and how the 
product should be shipped for the return. The system may 
also tell the customer who to expect a refund or exchange 
from and how long it will take. 

[0179] Once the vendor or other designated party receives 
the product at the return center 1906, the vendor would then 
provide a confirmation to the ER database system 1904 that 
the product has been returned. The database system 1904 
would then notify the e-lailer or any other appropriate parly 
involved in the transaction to issue a refund to the customer 
or provide an exchange depending on the particular circum- 
stances of the particular transaction involved. 

[0180] The above described embodiment provides numer- 
ous benefits. First, the customer is able to generate his/her 
own return authorization (RA), which saves the e-tailer, 
retailer or manufacturer from having to be involved in this 
process. In other words, the invention automates the return 
process thereby eliminating the need to provide, for 
example, call centers for returns. In addition, the product can 
be shipped directly to the manufacturer, thereby avoiding 
shipping and handling ejqjenses for the retailer and delays 
by a third party service provider. The customer may also 
continuously track the return process on the Web site 1902 
(e.g. RA received, product received by the manufacturer, 
check in process, check sent, etc.). 

[0181] In accordance with a preferred embodiment of the 
invention, the Web site 1902 is linked directly to a shipper, 
such as UPS, FedEx or U.S. mail, to request a pickup for 
return or service of the product from the customer, thereby 
further automating the return process and further simplifying 
the return procedure for the consumer. The system also 
includes flexible default return policies (as described above) 
that can be defined and updated by retailers, e-tailers and/or 
manufacturers. 

[0182] If the ER database determines that the product is 
not eligible for return the customer will be advised of this 
fact and preferably be given information about repair facili- 
ties that may be able to repair the product if desired and/or 
operating or hook-up instructions. The information that may 
be provided to the user is similar that that described above 
with respect to FIGS. 16A-18F. In other words, this embodi- 
ment is similar to the in-store embodiment described above, 
except that the customer does not go to a store for the return. 
Thus, the description and exemplary screens discussed 
above regarding the physical retail embodiment are equally 
applicable to the direct consumer access embodiment now 
being described. 

[0183] The instant invention provides a firont-cnd clearing 
house (a centraHzed buffer between the customer and the 
various retailer/e-tailers) for the purpose of validating legiti- 
mate returns that comply with the retailer/e-tailer and/or 
manufacturer's returns policy and guidelines. Once the 
product is determined to be eligible for return (using the 
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product's unique identifier, such as serial number and the 
applicable return criteria) additional nienus (siniilar to those 
described above with respect to the store embodiment) will 
appear to prompt the user for any additional desired infor- 
mation. This information may be, for example, personal 
information used to determine if the person attempting to 
return the product is, in fact, the rightful or original owner 
of the particular product and is eligible for a return credit. 
The system may consider the person attempting to return the 
product as the rightful purchaser by, for example, requesting 
the customer to enter information that the person who 
purchased the product should know, such as approximately 
when and where the product was purchased. The entered 
information can then be compared with the information in 
the ER database 1904 to make a determination if the return 
should be accepted by the particular person seeking to make 
the return. This vScrcen may be similar to that shown in FIG- 
15 as described above. If the ER system determines that the 
product is eligible for return, the customer is provided with 
a pre-return return authorization (RA), as well as detailed 
instructions on where to ship the product, who to expect a 
refund from and the approximate processing time. 

[0184] It is noted that when products are purchased on-line 
through an e-lailer, the transaction information for the ER 
database can be obtained any time during the fulfillment 
process. For example, the warehouse that ships the product 
could scan or otherwise obtain the unique identifier (e.g. 
serial number). This information can then be sent to the ER 
database together with information on the purchase date, so 
that the information can be matched with applicable return 
criteria and stored for later use with a possible return request 
for the product. When products are purchased on-line, the 
e-tailer typically would have the credit card or check infor- 
mation on the purchaser. This information can be used later 
by the e-tailer to issue a refund or credit after the system 
notifies the e-tailer that the product has been properly 
returned. However, if suflEicient information is not available 
on the purchaser to provide a refund, the Web site may 
request all necessary information during the initial return 
authorization requesting procedure. 

[0185] FIG. 20 shows a sample screen that could be 
initially shown on the Web site 1902 for the purpose of 
asking if the product is a serialized or non-serialized product 
(i.e. was it previously registered with the ER system). If so, 
another screen, such as shown in FIG. 21, is then displayed 
to obtain the serial number and the place of purchase. If not 
serialized, the system would then provide information to the 
customer regarding returns of non-seriaHzed products. For 
example, the system could automate whatever existing pro- 
cedures the e-tailer or retailer has for accepting returns of 
such products. 

[0186] In a preferred embodiment, the e-tailer would pro- 
vide on its web site 1908 a link to the returns Web site 1902, 
so that a customer who desires to return a product can access 
the original site where the product was purchased and then 
click on a banner, icon or the like to be redirected to the 
returns Web site 1902. 

[0187] Additional exemplary screens are shown in FIGS. 
22-35. FIG, 22 shows an example where the product is good 
for return; FIGS. 23 and 24 show examples where the 
product is not good for return with manager override; FIGS. 
25 and 26 show examples where the product is not good for 



return (less than extended period), good for warranty repair; 
FIGS. 27 and 28 show examples where the product is not 
good for return (greater than extended period), good for 
warranty repair; FIGS. 29 and 30 show examples where the 
product is not good for return (no override), not good for 
warranty repair with manager override; FIGS. 31-33 show 
examples where all product return periods have expired (no 
override), providing repair center lookup; FIG, 34 shows an 
example where the product was manufactured by a non- 
participating manufacturer; and FIG. 35 shows an example 
where there is a UPC/Serial Number mismatch between the 
product packaging and the product. 

[0188] The implementations described above illustrate the 
characteristics, features and advantages of the present inven- 
tion. These implementations, of course, are not exhaustive, 
and other implementations within the scope and spirit of the 
present invention wiU be apparent to those skilled in the art. 
Although the invention is described primarily in the context 
of a three-level customer/retailer/manufacturer arrangement, 
other arrangements are available. For example, a four-level 
consmner/individual chain store/store headquarters/manu- 
facturer arrangement may be implemented. Yet further levels 
may be added. 

[0189] While the invention has been described in connec- 
tion with what is presently considered to be the most 
practical and preferred embodiments, it is to be understood 
that the invention is not to be limited to the disclosed 
embodiments, but on the contrary, is intended to cover 
various modifications and equivalent arrangements included 
within the spirit and scope of the appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method of initiating and authorizing a product return 
over a global computer network, the method comprising: 

(a) enabling input of identity information to identify a 
product being returned, the identity information includ- 
ing at least one product identifier that is unique to the 
product being returned; 

(b) accessing a central database that stores a plurality of 
product identifiers and associated return information, 
and searching the central database for return informa- 
tion based on the at least one input product identifier; 

(c) determining whether the product being returned quali- 
fies for return based on the associated return informa- 
tion; and 

(d) if the product being returned quahfies for return in step 
(c), providing a return authorization number and return 
instructions. 

2. A method according to claim 1, wherein if the product 
being returned does not qualify for return in .step (c), the 
method comprising (e) providing general product informa- 
tion. 

3. A method according to claim 2, wherein the general 
product information comprises at least one of return poli- 
cies, set-up information, repair information, warranty infor- 
mation, and service locations. 

4. A method according to claim 2, wherein step (e) is 
practiced by transmitting the product information via the 
global computer network and displaying the general product 
information on a computer monitor. 

5. A method according to claim 1, wherein step (d) is 
practiced by transmitting the return authorization number 
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and return instructions via the global computer network and 
displaying the return authorization number and return 
instructions on a computer monitor. 

6. A method according to claim 1, wherein the return 
instructions comprise at least one of return shipping instruc- 
tions, how and from where to expect a refund, how and from 
where to expect an exchange, and an estimated processing 
time. 

7. A method according to claim 1, further comprising 
enabling tracking of the product return process. 

8. A method according to claim 1, further comprising, 
after step (d), providing access to a qualified shipping 
merchant via the global network. 

9. A method according to claim 1, wherein the product 
identifier is a product serial number. 

10. A method according to claim 1, wherein the identity 
information further comprises personal information for 
authorizing the product return. 

11. A method of processing a product return via a global 
computer network, the method comprising: 

(a) storing return policies and guidelines for a plurality of 
products; 

(b) accessing the stored return policies and guidelines 
according to a unique product identifier input by a user 
via the global network; and 

(c) validating legitimate returns that comply with the 
respective return policies and guidelines according to 
the input product identifier. 

12. A method according to claim 11, wherein the product 
identifier is a product serial number. 

13. A method according to claim 11, wherein step (a) 
further comprises storing transaction information for the 
plurality of products. 

14. A method according to claim 13, wherein the trans- 
action information comprises at least one of the unique 
product identifier, a purchase date, a purchase amount, a 
purchase location, and payment information. 

15. A computer system for initiating and authorizing a 
product return, the computer system comprising: 

al least one user computer running a computer program 
that requests information according to at least one input 
product identifier; and 

a system server running a server program, the at least one 
user computer and the system server being intercon- 
nected by a computer network, the system server send- 
ing the requested information according to the input 
product identifier by accessing a central database that 
stores a plurality of product identifiers and associated 
return information and by searching the central data- 
base for return information based on the at least one 
input product identifier, wherein the system server 
determines whether the product being returned quali- 
fies for return based on the associated return informa- 



tion, and wherein if the product being returned qualifies 
for return, the system server provides a return autho- 
rization number and return instructions. 

16. A computer program embodied on a computer-read- 
able medium for initiating and authorizing a product return 
over a global computer network, the computer program 
comprising: 

means for enabling input of identity information to iden- 
tify a product being returned, the identity information 
including at least one product identifier that is unique to 
the product being returned; 

means for accessing a central database that stores a 
plurality of product identifiers and associated return 
information, and means for searching the central data- 
base for return information based on the at least one 
input product identifier; 

means for determining whether the product being returned 
qualifies for return based on the associated retum 
information; and 

means for providing a return authorization number and 
return instructions if the product being returned quali- 
fies for return. 

17. A computer system for processing a product retum, 
the computer system comprising: 

at least one user computer nmning a computer program 
that requests information according to at least one input 
product identifier; and 

a system server running a server program, the at least one 
user computer and the system server being intercon- 
nected by a computer network, the system server stor- 
ing return policies and guidelines for a plurality of 
products and sending the requested information by 
accessing the stored return policies and guidelines 
according to the input product identifier, wherein the 
system server validates legitimate returns that comply 
with the respective return policies and guidelines 
according to the input product identifier. 

18. A computer program embodied on a computer-read- 
able medium for initiating and authorizing a product return 
over a global computer network, the computer program 
comprising: 

means for storing return policies and guidelines for a 
plurality of products; 

means for accessing the stored return policies and guide- 
lines according to a unique product identifier input by 
a user via the global network; and 

means for validating legitimate returns that comply with 
the respective return policies and guidelines according 
to the input product identifier. 

^ 4^ * * * 
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Abstract (Document Summary) 

(O Newqistics Inc . (www.newglstics.com) is an innovative supply chain management company that integrates 
technology with established logistics systems to create operational efficiencies for multiple business verticals. 
Newgistics focuses on delivering reverse logistics solutions to optimize the entire supply chain. Newgistics formed 
strategic alliances with R. R. Donnelley Logistics (www.donnelleylogistics.com), USF Processors 
(www.usfprocessors.com), and Spiegel-Hermes General Service (www.shgs.com) to create the most extensive and 
comprehensive returns management network In the Industry. Through its initial product offering, ReturnValet(tm), 
the four companies have signed agreements with more than 4,000 pack and ship centers nationwide to offer direct 
retailers a product returns solution that Is both affordable and customer friendly. 
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AUSTIN, Texas--(BUSINESS WIRE)-Jan. 14, 2002-® Newqistics Inc. . a leading provider of reverse logistics 
solutions for the retail industry, today announced that ©J. Crew , a leading multi-channel retailer for apparel and 
accessories, signed a three-year agreement for its ReturnValet(tm) service. 

© Newgistics is the only returns outsourcing company operating today offering complete returns services from the 



http://proquest.umi,com/pqdweb?index= 1 1 &did=99505967&SrchMode= 1 &sid= 1 &Fmt=3&. . 



3/14/06 



Document View 



Page 2 of 3 



first point of customer contact to the final disposition of an item. Return Valet service commenced Nov, 2001 , 

^l) S. Crew will first deploy ReturnValef s "Quick Label" program, which includes a pre-paid and pre-addressed 
"smart" shipping label enclosed with customers* merchandise. Customers returning merchandise to ®J. Crew 
simply apply the label to their return package and drop it in the U.S. Postal System. The Quick Label also 
eliminates return merchandise authorizations, waiting in lines for mailing items and paying cash up front for product 
returns. 

In a later phase, ® J. Crew will also offer its customers access to ReturnValefs nationwide netwopic or ^sAR^enient 
neighborhood pack and ship locations for customers who prefer to hand off their merchandise J^^r a Isterson. get a 
credit receipt, and complete their return as they would in a store. Consumers should bring the'ir mvoice 6r oifl 
r^ceipFwith their merchandise. (P J. crew wrtl gain advance notification of incoming returns, e^cpe^tinsr returns 
processing and credit and exchange transactions. 

"We wanted to make our returns service even better by eliminating as many customer inconveniences as possible," 
said Walter Killough. chief operating officer of ®J. Crew Group . "ReturnVaiet enhances our customer service while 
also creating operational efficiencies and savings for 0J, Crew ." 

"In today's economic environment, those companies that provide a superior level of service to their customers will 
reap the benefits of customer loyalty," said Clarence "Gabe" Gabriel, Jr., president and CEO of 0Newqistics . 
"ReturnVaiet reduces a customer's time and hassle associated with remote shopping returns." 

CD J. Crew joins Spiegel Catalog, ©Eddie Bauer . Newport News, ®Lillian Vernon . Sincerely Yours and other 
retailers in offering the unique returns service to their customers. 

®J. Crew Group Inc. 

Headquartered in New York City, J. CREW GROUP Inc. is a leading specialty retailer offering a wide range of 
men's, women's and children's apparel, shoes, accessories and personal care products through its fast-expanding 
retail network of 133 stores in the U.S. and 76 licensed stores in Japan, its industry leading e-commerce site and its 
signature mail-order catalog. For more information, visit http://www.jcrew.com. 

Return Valet(tm) 

ReturnValet(tm)(www. returnvalet.com) Is a comprehensive returns management solution, including nationwide 
neighborhood return locations, integrated software and a complete network of shipping, warehouse, disposition and 
liquidation services that deliver improved operational efficiency, increased asset recovery and real-time business 
intelligence. Through the Newglstics Return Valet(tm) program, consumers can easily return catalog and online 
merchandise purchases through two convenient methods: physical drop-off at one of more than 4,000 participating 
pack and ship centers nationwide or affix a pre-paid mailing label enclosed with their merchandise and drop it in the 
U.S. Postal Service system. 

©Newglstics Inc. 

© Newglstics Inc. (www.newgistics.com) is an Innovative supply chain management company that integrates 
technology with established logistics systems to create operational efficiencies for multiple business verticals. 
Newgistics focuses on delivering reverse logistics solutions to optimize the entire supply chain. Newgistics formed 
strategic alliances with R. R. Donnelley Logistics (www.donnelleylogistics.com), USF Processors 
(www.usfprocessors.com), and Spiegel-Hermes General Service (www.shgs.com) to create the most extensive and 
comprehensive returns management network in the industry. Through its initial product offering, ReturnValet(tm), 
the four companies have signed agreements with more than 4.000 pack and ship centers nationwide to offer direct 
retailers a product returns solution that is both affordable and customer friendly. 
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Evidence Appendix 



Other than the references attached to this Appeal Brief as Appendices B-D, no 
evidence was submitted pursuant to 37 C.F.R. §§ 1.130, 1.131, or 1.132, and no other 
evidence was entered by the Examiner and relied upon by Appellants in the Appeal. 
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APPENDIX G 



Related Proceedings Appendix 



As stated on Page 3 of this Appeal Brief, to the knowledge of Appellants' Counsel, 
there are no known appeals, interferences, or judicial proceedings that will directly affect or 
be directly affected by or have a bearing on the Board's decision regarding this Appeal. 
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